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Chapter 1 Every Family Has Its Own Difficult Sutra to Read (Part 1)

At the end of October 1908, Chen Ke led the cadres of the Fengtai County Government to the rural areas for inspection. The land reform in Fengtai County had already been completed, and the work focus had shifted to infrastructure construction. This was not a small matter. According to the plan of the Party Central Committee, the construction of water conservancy and roads was the top priority. The original villages were being merged, and the new residential areas were planned to be near the main roads and waterways as much as possible.

Before this, the county government had already conducted detailed mobilization and explanation. The common people were actually quite happy about this. The new houses were all red brick and tile houses, much better than the original adobe houses. Moreover, the new residential areas were planned uniformly, with complete supporting facilities. The school, supply and marketing cooperative, and clinic were all available. For the common people who had lived in poor and remote areas for generations, this was simply a dream-like good thing.

However, good things were good things, but there were also many specific difficulties in the implementation process. The biggest problem was the distribution of homesteads. The Chinese people had a deep attachment to the land, especially the homestead, which was regarded as the foundation of the family. Everyone wanted to occupy a good position, preferably close to the road and the water, and also sunny and ventilated. But there were only so many good positions, so naturally, not everyone could be satisfied.

Chen Ke came to the countryside this time to solve these specific problems. He didn't engage in any grand pomp and circumstance, just bringing a few cadres and guards, riding bicycles along the newly built dirt road into the village.

"Chairman Chen, look at this piece of land." The village party secretary pointed to a piece of open space in front and said, "We plan to build three rows of houses here, a total of 50 households. But now there are more than a dozen households who want the first row, and no one is willing to give in. We have mediated several times, but it didn't work."

Chen Ke looked at the open space. The location was indeed good, backed by a small hill and facing a small river, with a wide view. No wonder everyone wanted to grab it.

"What are the specific reasons?" Chen Ke asked.

"Some say their family has many elderly people and needs to be close to the road for convenience. Some say their family has many children and needs a bigger yard. There are also those who say their family contributed the most during the land reform and should be taken care of first." The village party secretary said helplessly.

Chen Ke nodded. These reasons sounded reasonable, but they couldn't be the basis for distribution. If distribution was based on who had more reasons, it would only lead to endless quarrels.

"How did you plan to distribute it originally?" Chen Ke asked.

"We originally planned to draw lots." The village party secretary said, "But everyone disagreed, saying that drawing lots depends entirely on luck, which is unfair."

"Drawing lots is indeed a method, but it is not necessarily the best method." Chen Ke thought for a while and said, "How about this? Let's hold a villager meeting and let everyone discuss a constitution together. Since everyone wants good positions, there must be a rule that everyone accepts. For example, can we consider allocating according to work points? Or prioritize taking care of martyrs' families and military dependents? Or adopt a bidding method, where those who choose good positions pay more money or contribute more labor?"

The village party secretary's eyes lit up. "This method is good! Let everyone discuss it themselves, and no one will have anything to say when the time comes."

"Don't rush to be happy." Chen Ke waved his hand, "This matter is not that simple. You must guide everyone to discuss, not let everyone quarrel. You must let everyone understand that we are a collective, and everyone's interests are linked together. Only when everyone is united can we build a good life. If we only care about our own petty profits, we won't be able to do anything in the end."

"I understand." The village party secretary nodded repeatedly.

In the next few days, Chen Ke visited several villages in succession and encountered various problems. Some were disputes over homesteads, some were contradictions over water conservancy irrigation, and some were discords between neighbors. These problems seemed trivial, but they were major events related to the vital interests of the common people. If not handled well, it would affect the prestige of the party and the government in the hearts of the people.

Chen Ke solved these problems one by one with great patience. He didn't simply use administrative orders to suppress them, but guided everyone to solve problems through democratic consultation. He knew very well that the foundation of the People's Party lies in the people. Only by truly relying on the people and mobilizing the enthusiasm of the people can the revolutionary cause be invincible.

During the inspection, Chen Ke also found a gratifying phenomenon. That is, the spiritual outlook of the broad masses of peasants has undergone tremendous changes. In the past, peasants were numb, ignorant, and resigned to adversity. Now, they were full of confidence and hope, daring to think and act, and daring to fight against difficulties. This change made Chen Ke feel very relieved. He knew that this was the result of the People's Party's long-term propaganda and education, and also the result of the land reform allowing peasants to truly turn over and become masters.

On the way back to the county town, Chen Ke said to the cadres around him: "Comrades, we must see our achievements, but also our shortcomings. Our work is still far from enough. The demands of the common people are constantly improving, and our work must also keep up. We must always maintain close ties with the masses, listen to their voices, and care about their sufferings. Only in this way can we lead the masses to create a better future."

The cadres nodded one after another, expressing that they would keep Chairman Chen's teachings in mind and do their work better.

Back at the county committee compound, Chen Ke saw a familiar figure as soon as he entered the office. It was his wife He Ying. He Ying was holding a document and reading it carefully. Seeing Chen Ke come back, she put down the document and stood up with a smile.

"You're back." He Ying said softly.

"En." Chen Ke walked over, held He Ying's hand, and asked with concern, "Why haven't you rested yet? Pay attention to your body."

He Ying was now six months pregnant, and her belly was already obviously bulging. But she still insisted on working and refused to rest at home.

"I'm fine." He Ying smiled, "There are some documents from the Map Section that need to be processed urgently. I'll go back to rest after finishing them."

Chen Ke looked at his wife's somewhat tired face and felt a pang of distress in his heart. He knew He Ying was trying to share his burden. Since the start of the war, Chen Ke had been busy with military and political affairs, having almost no time to care about family matters. He Ying silently took on all the housework and also did her job well. Such a good wife was really hard to find with a lantern.

"Don't work too hard." Chen Ke helped He Ying sit down and poured her a glass of water. "How is the situation at home?"

"Everything is fine." He Ying took the water glass and took a sip. "Aunt came over yesterday and brought some baby clothes she made herself. She also said she would come to take care of me when I give birth."

"That's good." Chen Ke nodded. He knew He Qian had always felt guilty about the Sun family's affairs. Now that she could take the initiative to come and care for He Ying, it showed that she had let go of the burden in her heart.

"By the way, there's one more thing." He Ying hesitated for a moment and said, "My father sent a letter saying he wants to come to Fengtai to see me."

"Oh?" Chen Ke was slightly stunned. He Ruming was an old bureaucrat of the Beiyang faction. Although he was now idle at home, his identity was sensitive after all. Him coming to Fengtai at this time was probably not just to visit his daughter.

"Did he say anything else?" Chen Ke asked.

"He didn't say anything specific, just said he missed me and wanted to come and see." He Ying said, "But I guess he might want to intercede for those captured Beiyang officers."

Chen Ke smiled coldly. "Intercede? He thinks too highly of himself. Those Beiyang officers are war criminals. We didn't kill them, which is already the greatest leniency. Wanting to release them is absolutely impossible."

"I know." He Ying sighed, "But he is my father after all. If he really comes, we can't turn him away."

Chen Ke patted He Ying's hand. "Don't worry, I know what to do. If he comes just to see you, we welcome him. If he wants to talk about business, then let him go to the government departments. I won't interfere."

He Ying nodded gratefully. She knew Chen Ke was taking care of her face.

Just then, the guard came in to report: "Chairman Chen, Comrade Qi Huishen is here."

"Let him in." Chen Ke said.

Qi Huishen walked into the office with a heavy expression. "Chairman Chen, something happened."

"What happened?" Chen Ke asked calmly.

"There was a rebellion in a labor reform camp in Shouzhou. Hundreds of labor reform prisoners killed the guards and escaped into the mountains." Qi Huishen said.

"What?" Chen Ke stood up abruptly. "How could this happen?"

"According to the preliminary investigation, it was the remnants of the local secret societies who colluded with the prisoners inside and launched a riot while they were working outside." Qi Huishen explained.

"Secret societies again!" Chen Ke slapped the table heavily. "These guys are really lingering ghosts! Order the Shouzhou garrison to quell the rebellion immediately and capture all the escaped prisoners! We must track down the secret society elements behind the scenes and punish them severely!"

"Yes!" Qi Huishen answered and turned to execute the order.

Chen Ke sat back in his chair, his mood becoming heavy. He knew that although the base area seemed calm on the surface, undercurrents were actually surging. The feudal forces and reactionary forces were not reconciled to their defeat and were always thinking of making a comeback. This rebellion sounded the alarm for the People's Party again. The revolution had not yet succeeded, and comrades still needed to work hard.

He Ying walked behind Chen Ke and gently massaged his temples. "Don't worry too much. With the People's Party here and the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army here, those clowns won't be able to make any waves."

Chen Ke held He Ying's hand and showed a comforting smile on his face. "You're right. We have the support of the people and a strong army. Any enemy who dares to invade will be smashed to pieces by us!"

He looked out the window. The sky was getting dark, but the lights in Fengtai County were bright. This was the light of hope and the light of the future. Chen Ke firmly believed that as long as they adhere to the correct line and rely on the broad masses of the people, the Chinese revolution will surely win the final victory!

(End of this chapter)
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Chapter 2: Every Family Has Its Own Difficult Sutra to Read (2)

Dear readers, Crimson here solemnly announces that from now on, the daily update time will be moved from 12:00 AM to 12:00 PM. Thank you all for reading. ^^

***

As the Spring Festival approached, the liveliness in Anhui Province far exceeded that of previous years. This was especially true in the old base areas, where the atmosphere was extraordinary. Batches of New Year's goods were transported into the cities, where various factories then hauled them away to distribute to their workers. Workers carried large and small bags back home. Under the People's Party's industrial system, the number of workers who had transitioned to urban residency had reached over twenty thousand. During the agricultural slack season, temporary workers employed in factories or on construction sites could double that number. And this only included those who could be fully classified as "industrial workers." The laborers in the various farms and livestock farms established by the People's Party could actually be called "agricultural workers," but this portion of the labor force had not yet been included in the base area's worker statistics.

This was a change of epoch-making significance. When capitalist industry rose, it was spontaneous in nature, engaging in industry for profit. A system that completely combined industry with a social system—in this spacetime, the People's Party's base area was a pioneer. The National Defense Science and Industry Commission possessed the largest industrial system. As the Chairwoman of the Commission, You Gou never imagined she could be this busy. Spring Festival benefits, year-end bonuses, and Spring Festival gala activities for tens of thousands of people. Then there was the scheduling for the Spring Festival: shifts, time off, and duty rosters for various departments. While You Gou didn't need to arrange every detail personally, the various factories had no experience with this. Telling everyone specifically what to arrange still required You Gou to step in.

Different enterprises had different situations, so you couldn't just apply a one-size-fits-all approach. To get even more detailed, workers were returning to their rural homes to visit relatives, and everyone had to rush back after the Lantern Festival. Leaving aside other matters, during the "Spring Festival travel rush," the fleets on the various waterways couldn't rest at all. It was only now that You Gou understood just how necessary it was to have a complete plan. The shipping department had established a work-rest schedule from its inception. Work two days, rest one day, but there were absolutely no standard holidays. The more it was this kind of holiday, the more everyone had to be on duty.

As one of Chen Ke's die-hard supporters and one of his political pillars, You Gou no longer had her previous optimistic praise for this. Having finally finished arranging the work, You Gou went directly to find He Zudao. The military system where He Zudao worked didn't really have a Spring Festival; the various troops were stationed in different places to begin with, and while the Military Commission could usually stay at the base headquarters, during such important festivals, they instead had to go out to various locations to comfort the troops. You Gou made an appointment to talk with He Zudao before he set off. If it were anyone else, He Zudao might not necessarily have been willing to squeeze out his precious time. But for You Gou, He Zudao did his utmost and finally managed to rush to You Gou's residence in the evening.

As soon as he entered You Gou's house, he smelled the scent of alcohol and meat. The People's Party's supply system included "alcoholic beverages," but the quota for each person was very low. Each person only got one bottle of wine a year. Moreover, this alcohol supply could be exchanged for other things. He Zudao never expected that You Gou would actually cash in this quota.

"Zudao, come, drink with Big Sister," You Gou said heartily.

If it were before, He Zudao would definitely have been flustered. Now, He Zudao responded calmly, took off his military greatcoat and cap first. After hanging up his clothes, he washed his hands, then sat opposite You Gou and began to drink.

After three rounds of drinks, You Gou exhaled. "Zudao, you also participated in the last training session. What's your take on the stuff Wen Qing said?"

"I don't have any take on it, just do the work honestly," He Zudao replied with a smile.

You Gou glared at He Zudao. In her eyes, He Zudao was becoming more and more like Chen Ke in some ways, such as his seemingly heartless answer just now. Yes, everyone knew that you only get results if you do the work, but You Gou felt like she couldn't swallow this breath. She said angrily, "Wen Qing won't tell us anything. We've known each other for more than two years, and he's just been fobbing us off with so much nonsense in between, right? He always says, 'These things rely on everyone, I trust the comrades.' In reality, which of these things is he not fully aware of? He just coaxes us like children!"

He Zudao didn't comfort You Gou. He asked very seriously, "Sister You Gou, let me ask you. If Chairman Chen had told us everything back when he first met us, do you think we could have reached this step today?"

You Gou was instantly choked off. She hugged her arms across her chest and remained silent in contemplation. After a long while, You Gou replied sullenly, "If he had said it, at least we could have avoided many detours, right?"

"If Chairman Chen had said it back then, we absolutely wouldn't have reached where we are today." He Zudao bluntly pushed You Gou's words back. "No need to talk about too long ago. Just consider when we first arrived at the base area and encountered the flood. How many people stayed willingly? And how many stayed only because they couldn't leave? At that time, Sister You Gou, you led the team to save people personally. You should know better than anyone, right?"

You Gou pursued her lips and didn't make a sound. You Gou knew very well how difficult this revolutionary road was and how many hardships they had gone through. Even if it was out of utter hatred for the old era, and although You Gou had never once thought of leaving the team, when she thought of her life as the eldest young miss at home, You Gou absolutely couldn't say she hadn't missed it.

"If we hadn't experienced so much, if everyone hadn't suffered so much hardship and endured so much sin, we simply wouldn't have the opportunity to understand the things Chairman Chen tells us," He Zudao said to You Gou very seriously, looking into her eyes.

You Gou really didn't like He Zudao's attitude. Her purpose in inviting He Zudao to dinner was to find someone to vent the gloom in her heart to, and incidentally to scold Chen Ke for being dishonest together. She never expected He Zudao to follow Chen Ke so firmly. You Gou sneered, "You, the Great Commissar, are doing your political work on me now."

He Zudao wasn't affected by You Gou's words at all. He continued in a steady tone, "Sister You Gou, precisely because I do political work, I feel that what Chairman Chen did wasn't wrong at all. He was also forced not to tell everyone these things. When he felt he could tell everyone, didn't he reveal everything?"

"Then why didn't he say it before?" This was the point You Gou couldn't accept the most.

"Because before, everyone couldn't count as a true People's Party member yet." He Zudao's answer was very straightforward.

"What?!" You Gou never imagined He Zudao would say such a thing. She jumped up like a cat whose tail had been stepped on. You Gou pointed her left finger at He Zudao, her long, narrow phoenix eyes almost glaring round.

He Zudao looked at You Gou very calmly. "None of us were qualified Party members back then. I think Chairman Chen not speaking then was for our own good."

You Gou was so angry she laughed coldly. "Very good, Zudao. Well said. You've really grown up!"

"Sister You Gou, as a matter of self-cultivation for a Party member, the first thing is to seek truth from facts, right?" He Zudao asked.

You Gou never lost her composure like this usually. She quickly realized that being so agitated wasn't appropriate. Coupled with He Zudao's calm attitude, You Gou quickly recovered her usual coolness. She sat back down, calmed her emotions, and then replied, "That's right. Indeed, we must seek truth from facts."

"Then what is the end point of life?" He Zudao continued to ask.

"This..." You Gou couldn't answer for a moment.

"The end point of life is death," He Zudao gave the answer.

Hearing He Zudao state the cruel fact in a calm tone, You Gou felt her breathing pause involuntarily. An inexplicable fear suddenly surrounded You Gou. She tried to refute He Zudao's words but found she couldn't come up with a better argument.

"So how long is our life? The Buddhists put it well: life is between breaths. When our troops fight, heaven knows where a bullet might fly from and hit you. Heaven knows when an artillery shell might fly over and blow you to death. With the standard of that Beiyang Army bunch, most of the bullets that hit you weren't aimed at you originally. You breathe in this breath, and if you can't breathe it out, you're dead. I've seen too many such things on the battlefield." He Zudao's voice was calm and gentle. Just listening to his tone, one couldn't imagine that He Zudao had passed through a hail of bullets many times and brushed past death many times.

You Gou originally had a feeling about He Zudao, that he was her little brother. Listening to He Zudao describe death so simply and calmly, You Gou suddenly realized that this young man sitting opposite her, who was younger than her, had unknowingly grown into a man. She couldn't help but frown again.

"Sister You Gou, only after experiencing these things more did I start to understand Chairman Chen. Because Chairman Chen is a true soldier. As a soldier, if before the battle you only think about achieving a complete victory, about establishing great merit, about wearing red and flowers and parading on a horse after the war—then I won't say anything else, but when the charge bugle sounds, he definitely won't be able to charge out. Those who can charge out are those comrades who think of nothing, who have trained countless times on ordinary days, and who just prick up their ears waiting to hear the charge bugle sound before the charge." Speaking of this, He Zudao's voice became a bit agitated.

"Before the charge, the enemy's artillery rumbles. When attacking a city, you can see the enemy's rifles densely pointed at you. What do you do? If you charge up stupidly, you're absolutely dead. So usually, military training—lying down, taking cover, crawling forward, throwing grenades, shooting—not a single one can be missing. Sweat more in peace, bleed less in war. This isn't a slogan; this is a fact proven by human lives."

You Gou listened quietly. Although she wasn't quite sure why He Zudao was telling her these purely military matters, You Gou seemed to see the cruelty of the battlefield with her own eyes following He Zudao's narration.

"Usually trained in a hundred ways, mistakes will still be made on the battlefield. Gripping the grenade, pulling the string, throwing. The throwing distance requirement is at least nineteen meters. If you don't reach this distance, you might be blown up by the grenade you threw yourself. Throwing postures include standing, squatting, and lying down. Under various postures, this set of throwing movements has been experimented with countless times and then summarized. How to swing the hand, how to support the body, how to exert force. Before combat, these basic combat skills have to be practiced hundreds of times, until you don't even have to think about it. Even so, every time we clean up the battlefield, we can find quite a few grenades that haven't had their strings pulled at all. Don't look at how many times they trained before the war; when the fighting really starts, the soldiers get anxious and forget. They take out the grenade and throw it without pulling the string."

Hearing He Zudao speak interestingly, You Gou couldn't help but chuckle. This was the first time she had smiled since sitting down to eat.

"Sister You Gou, the ones I'm talking about are the true soldiers. The kind of soldiers who never think about being combat heroes, nor about wearing red and flowers after the war. There are some comrades in the troops who usually have extremely loud voices and brag about themselves to the skies. Listening to them, they can take care of a squad or even a platoon of enemies alone. But then, once on the battlefield, it's these people—when it's time to charge, they always fall behind, and some people can't even charge out at all. During the march, they always run the slowest. Encountering enemy activity, they are either at a loss or immediately hide in a safe place. In terms of combat results, they always have the fewest. But when cleaning up the battlefield, they violate discipline the most. When it comes time to evaluate merit, look at how energetic they get; they want to snatch even the tiniest bit of credit. On the contrary, those comrades with outstanding war exploits don't like to make a sound at this time."

"Zudao, are you saying I am this kind of person?" You Gou finally heard some flavor in it.

He Zudao shook his head. "Sister You Gou, I don't think you are this kind of person. But I feel there are some things you haven't thought through right now. From my observation of the soldiers, and from my reflection on myself, I feel that most people do things for a purpose. But, once there is a purpose one hopes to achieve, one often deviates from the attitude of seeking truth from facts and becomes unobjective. Just like military production—everyone sets processes, sets systems, and has layers of inspections. Why is this? Because this process, this system itself can produce qualified parts to the greatest extent. If a worker processing parts only thinks 'every part I make must be a qualified product,' instead of focusing on the operation of every step, focusing on the dimensions of every part before processing, can he produce a qualified part? Whether a qualified part is produced has nothing to do with what he thinks, but rather how he does it determines whether the part can be qualified. Even putting all one's energy into doing the work, mistakes will still be made. If one's brain is only filled with the desired result, then I can say, there is no one who won't make mistakes."

Product quality issues were a huge headache for You Gou. Hearing He Zudao speak like this, You Gou instantly felt a sense of finding a kindred spirit. No wonder Chen Ke paid so much attention to the construction of political commissars. He Zudao growing from a child-like youth to his current level was truly beyond You Gou's expectations.

"Sister You Gou, when Chairman Chen hadn't told everyone these things, we still built up our current achievements. To have the current results, we indeed relied on Chairman Chen's wise leadership. However, without so much work, without detailed research into the laws of things themselves, relying only on that seemingly magnificent blueprint, we were destined not to achieve the current extent. Chairman Chen was afraid everyone would go astray, so he kept daring not to say too much. What he told us is actually the true method of doing things: that is, through doing things time and again, through studying and understanding the laws of things themselves, and acting according to these laws, can we achieve our goals. Thinking only of the result is not only useless but also greatly harmful. Of all our combat heroes who wear red and flowers and parade on horses, not a single one is a soldier who thought about these things beforehand. Those boasting comrades, we are going to clear them all out of the troops in this major demobilization. They are a scourge in the troops."

You Gou felt very unhappy listening to the last paragraph. But by this time, she had understood what He Zudao's purpose was in circling around such a big loop. "Zudao, do you mean to say that I don't need to care about what Wen Qing said, just do my own work well?"

He Zudao shook his head, however. He stared at You Gou's eyes extremely earnestly and said seriously, "Sister You Gou, you have very, very excellent qualities. When you do many things, you don't have that many thoughts at all. You can really go all out, not stopping until you reach your goal. But in my view, this is like a kind of instinct. It's just that you are naturally excellent; in these aspects, you can instinctively conform to the objective laws of things. However, you lack a kind of self-awareness. You lack the effort to transform your own thinking according to the objective laws of things. And this is the biggest difference between you, me, and Chairman Chen. Chairman Chen is transforming himself every moment. He always forces himself to face reality, recognize reality, and transform reality. On this point, Chairman Chen is a true People's Party member, and we are all far behind."

You Gou had absolutely no anger towards He Zudao anymore. He Zudao's words explained many things You Gou originally hadn't seen clearly. However, from this brand-new angle, You Gou suddenly discovered she had never truly seen Chen Ke clearly, nor had she ever understood Chen Ke. Chen Ke, who worked together, struggled together, and experienced all kinds of hardships and difficulties together with them, seemed like a stranger. This made You Gou feel a sense of loss. Her gaze lowered, but she turned a blind eye to what entered her vision. The thousands of thoughts churning in her heart couldn't sort out a clear train of thought. After a long while, You Gou whispered, "Why did Wen Qing never tell us this?"

He Zudao felt very helpless. From his perspective, Chen Ke had long since stated all of this clearly. Although he didn't want to belittle the Sister You Gou he admired at all, He Zudao couldn't help but think that perhaps this was a problem of a revolutionary's consciousness. The reason You Gou participated in the revolution was her strong dissatisfaction with the old era and her great determination to establish her own achievements. While Chen Ke's reason for launching the revolution was built upon broad knowledge, a profound recognition of objective laws, and a strong belief in the people's revolution and the socialist system itself. The gap between the two was indeed somewhat too large.

The room fell into an awkward silence.

You Gou was silent for a long time again. When she raised her head again, the confusion and disappointment in her eyes had dissipated quite a bit. "Zudao, I know Wen Qing is extremely loyal to the revolutionary cause, and Wen Qing is equally open-hearted with us. Although I can't catch up to Wen Qing's level right now, I don't want to keep being left behind by him like this. Zudao, I want you to help me. Not to speak of reaching Wen Qing's level, at least I have to get to your level. Okay?"

He Zudao immediately felt much more relaxed in his heart. You Gou was indeed not the kind of person unwilling to progress. Having worked as a commissar for so long, He Zudao's breadth of mind and sophistication had opened up quite a bit. He didn't dare tell You Gou that usually, when He Zudao had things he couldn't understand, he always ran to find Chen Ke to talk. Precisely because of this, He Zudao himself could make such progress. He Zudao knew that if he spoke so "honestly," the result would just be creating new misunderstandings and unhappiness for no reason.

He nodded. "Sister You Gou, let's schedule a time in advance."

"No need to schedule then, just say some things you think are the most important right now. You're so busy, and I won't have time at any moment either," You Gou laughed.

"The most important? I feel it's to complete the things one hasn't finished oneself. Go into battle with a light pack, and absolutely don't think about things that don't belong to you."

"How so?"

"Sister You Gou, I feel there are some things you haven't let go of right now. This leads to your motives not being pure. One part of your purpose in participating in the revolution is to prove to your previous social relations that you can accomplish great things. But revolution is a cause that looks forward. Revolution itself is to build a brand-new world, not to prove to the old world that we can occupy high positions."

"Zudao, are you saying my purpose in participating in the revolution is to prove to my parents that I have ability?"

......

......

The originally oppressive atmosphere in the room vanished unknowingly. He Zudao and You Gou discussed eagerly. Then they found the food had gone cold, so they heated it up again. Everyone ate and talked, talking about revolution, talking about ideology, and even slowly talking about the future, and they both felt very happy.

It was getting late. He Zudao and You Gou both still had mountains of work the next day, so the conversation ended at ten o'clock. The two agreed to continue talking after He Zudao returned. When You Gou saw He Zudao to the gate of the residential compound, He Zudao spoke somewhat hesitantly, "Sister You Gou, I think you can actually talk more with Chairman Chen. In this regard, his understanding is much deeper than mine."

You Gou laughed, "Zudao, are you unwilling to talk to me? Do you think my consciousness is low?"

"Absolutely not," He Zudao replied quickly. All night, this was the first time He Zudao felt flustered.

"Then I'll make do with you for now. Wen Qing is busy like that; sometimes I really don't have the heart to disturb him," You Gou sighed.

"Then let's meet when we have time." In the night, He Zudao's blushing face wasn't seen by You Gou.

"Okay, it's a deal. You hurry back, be careful on the road," You Gou laughed.

He Zudao stood still. You Gou didn't know what else He Zudao wanted to say. But she saw He Zudao suddenly extend his hand. You Gou grasped He Zudao's palm.

The weather was already very cold, but both of their palms were hot. After shaking You Gou's hand firmly a few times—a hand that had grown many calluses and whose skin could be said to be somewhat rough—He Zudao let go. He seriously gave You Gou a military salute. "Sister You Gou, goodbye."

"Zudao, goodbye."

He Zudao left with large strides.

Returning to her room, You Gou finished tidying up and lay on the bed. The feeling of complete relaxation made You Gou feel extremely comfortable. The various feelings of dissatisfaction and loss from these past days had kept her mood quite low. It was only today that You Gou let go of this feeling. Recalling the blueprint of the future Chen Ke had spoken of again, You Gou suddenly felt that blueprint no longer had that eerie feeling she first heard. Thinking about it carefully, that future society actually really had a majestic yet delicate beauty. And the words He Zudao said tonight floated in You Gou's mind again: "A true revolutionary must be a person liberated from the old system and old society. That is a person who has liberated themselves and is then able to create a new world."

"Wen Qing, are you really a person who has liberated himself?" You Gou thought. Recalling the clumsy things Chen Ke did when she first met him, You Gou suddenly felt it was very laughable. Then, You Gou suddenly fell asleep.

Chen Ke didn't consider himself a person who had completely liberated himself. He knew deeply that his attitude of being incompatible with the old system and old society was merely because Chen Ke was fundamentally a person living in the future. As for liberating himself, Chen Ke felt that "The road ahead is long and has no ending; I will seek with my will unbending." Leaving others aside, just Chen Ke's own household affairs made him feel somewhat difficult to cope with.

After He Qian moved into Chen Ke's house, Chen Ke moved out to live. So when He Ying asked Chen Ke to definitely go home tonight, Chen Ke knew that going back this time would definitely mean facing some difficult problems. Sure enough, as soon as he got home, He Qian requested Chen Ke to release Sun Yongsheng.

Chen Ke scratched his head subconsciously. This was a rare action for him. "I say, Auntie, when we caught Sun Yongsheng, it wasn't because I had any personal feud with Sun Yongsheng. He was captured during the fighting. Since it's official business, I can't handle releasing Sun Yongsheng as a private matter."

He Qian could understand the logic in these words, but she completely couldn't accept the fact within them.

"Chairman Chen, you are the Chairman of the Anhui People's Government. In Anhui, you are the emperor. You've caught these several hundred Beiyang officers; if you release Yongsheng, there's no loss. Could it be that anyone dares to gossip about you?" He Qian simply used a method of goading.

He Ying's expression changed. Although she felt sorry for her aunt, He Ying's stance was naturally with Chen Ke. He Ying also saw clearly He Qian's goading method.

Chen Ke didn't get angry. He felt that He Qian doing this was completely within the range of what could be understood and accepted. If such a smart girl like He Qian didn't do this, it might have made Chen Ke feel strange.

"Public business is public business, private business is private business. In our Anhui People's Government, public and private are separated very clearly. Auntie, I can't do this for you." Chen Ke's answer was extremely crisp.

"Chairman Chen, then how much money do I need to redeem Yongsheng back?" He Qian changed to another tactic.

"We have our own arrangements for captives. We are not considering the issue of private redemption right now." Chen Ke gave a clear reply.

"Then you can at least let Yongsheng move out first, right?" He Qian lowered her demands.

"Prisoners of war must live in the POW camp."

"Then can you let me move in to be with Yongsheng?"

"Only prisoners of war can live in the POW camp."

After all attempts failed, He Qian's eyes suddenly reddened and she began to cry. Chen Ke stood up without a word. "Auntie, I've explained all the requirements to you clearly. I have things to do tonight, so I'm leaving first." Disregarding what reaction He Qian might have, Chen Ke hurriedly left the house and headed towards his office.

Upon entering the office, he saw Qi Huishen already waiting there. "Chairman Chen, Yuan Shikai has sent someone again."

"Oh? Have they brought the person?" Chen Ke asked.

Qi Huishen's expression was like a smile yet not a smile; it seemed he had encountered something very strange. "The person was brought, but this time Yuan Shikai is a bit strange. The person he sent actually brought us a message. It's about the Manchu Qing Ministry of Army. The message says the Ministry of Army has formulated a strategy to fight other revolutionary parties first and finally attack the base area."

Both Chen Ke and Qi Huishen had access to intelligence transmitted back from the Beijing intelligence station. Both knew of this Manchu Qing strategy. But for Yuan Shikai to show goodwill like this was really a bit bizarre.

"It seems Yuan Shikai really expressed sincerity in order to get us to release people," Chen Ke said to Qi Huishen.

"You're preparing to accept Yuan Shikai's sincerity?" Qi Huishen said with a smile.

"This bit of sincerity naturally isn't enough yet. Bring the person in; I'll talk to him. In addition, select three comrades from the Internal Affairs Committee. I want to let them take our sincerity to meet Yuan Shikai." Chen Ke also said with a smile. This was the one thing he felt happiest about today.
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Xu Xilin spent ten days inspecting the Fengtai County base area and finally met with Chen Ke before leaving. The People's Party expressed sufficient sincerity to the Restoration Society. regarding the upcoming Nanjing campaign by the Restoration Society, the People's Party indicated they could dispatch a medical team, no smaller in number than the one sent previously, to provide battlefield medical treatment. As for the question of whether to send troops to help, Xu Xilin didn't bring it up, and Chen Ke didn't mention it either. Xu Xilin also hoped the People's Party could provide support in terms of firearms, ammunition, and money. He stated that once Nanjing was conquered, the Restoration Society would certainly repay them.

Regarding this request, which was like throwing a meat bun at a dog—gone forever—Chen Ke said he could discuss it with the comrades. And Chen Ke really did bring up this matter at the regular meeting. It was just that at this time, the comrades were not fond of Chen Ke, and the discussion was not enthusiastic at all. In the end, it was decided to support the Restoration Society with three hundred rifles and fifteen thousand rounds of ammunition.

Xu Xilin returned to Hangzhou with these results, which by no means could be considered meager, but most comrades of the Restoration Society didn't feel happy at all.

"The People's Party wiped out tens of thousands of New Army soldiers; surely they can take out a thousand guns?"

"Only guns? No aid in money and grain?"

"Doctors come and go; at least leave some doctors here with us. Do we not get sick normally?"

Those speaking were all Restoration Society cadres with no experience in raising money and grain. To them, revolution meant taking up weapons and attacking the big cities entrenched by the Manchu Qing. Just like what they had done in southern Zhejiang, ever since the capture of Hangzhou, the revolution in Zhejiang immediately became blazing hot. Except for Shanghai, the Restoration Army began to attack prefectures and counties everywhere. The troops Zhejiang could gather had been wiped out in one net at Hangzhou. The Restoration Army did not encounter strong resistance.

Of course, compared to the previous speeches by young Restoration Society cadres who didn't know the height of the sky or the depth of the earth, these remarks were actually "restrained" enough. Moreover, there weren't many cadres at the meeting. At this time, Hangzhou had become a great gathering place. People of all stripes speaking various Jiangsu and Zhejiang accents gathered in Hangzhou one after another. They came in response to Tao Chengzhang's call. There was only one goal: to conquer Nanjing.

In less than a month, the situation in Zhejiang had turned upside down, which greatly exceeded Xu Xilin's imagination. The mood that should have been excited didn't really get excited. After explaining the mission to Anhui, Xu Xilin went to visit Qiu Jin. Qiu Jin's surgery was very successful; both bullets in her body had been removed. Her face still lacked color, but it was no longer that sickly pallor or flush.

Seeing Xu Xilin return, Qiu Jin was naturally happy. Seeing that Qiu Jin's injuries had improved a lot, Xu Xilin's hanging heart also settled back into his belly. Both had been to the base area, so talking about the trip to Anhui naturally gave them a common language. Both had a strong feeling about the intense sense of order displayed by the base area. It had been more than half a year since Qiu Jin last went to the base area. Listening to Xu Xilin describe the appearance of the base area, Qiu Jin recalled the situation she saw last time and lamented that the speed of the People's Party's development was beyond imagination.

Xu Xilin sighed, "Xuanqing, coming back this time, I suddenly had a thought. Why does the People's Party led by Wen Qing far surpass the Yue Wang Society and also far surpass our Restoration Society? It lies in Wen Qing's ability to mobilize the common people. This time I returned to Hangzhou, and we are going to attack Nanjing. Inside Hangzhou city, our Restoration Society people are everywhere. Only now do I have a feeling of sudden enlightenment. When inspecting Anhui, the People's Party members and cadres in each place in Anhui were actually not numerous. But these party members and cadres are spread all over Anhui. Although they have many troops, they are also stationed in various places. In wartime, they fight; in peacetime, they also have to engage in a lot of infrastructure work. Building water conservancy projects, dredging river channels. There are even farms and factories belonging to the army. The People's Party, with tens of thousands of people, has completely managed Anhui with its population of ten million. Directing them like using one's arms and fingers, scheduling effectively. The several great victories seem to be by no means a fluke."

Last time, Qiu Jin went to demand the return of the female students from Chen Ke, so she hadn't looked at things so much or so carefully. Listening to Xu Xilin speak at length, she was also quite full of praise.

Xu Xilin continued, "Look at our attack on Jinling (Nanjing) this time. Nearly ten thousand people have gathered in Hangzhou city. Leaving aside that these comrades do not belong to each other, we completely have no one in the prefectures and counties we conquered in various places. I actually think privately, so what if we don't attack Jinling? If we were like Anhui, rectifying the order of the Restoration Society and also building a new government. If these ten thousand people could organize five hundred thousand people, it wouldn't be difficult to train ten or twenty thousand elite soldiers from them. Then wouldn't attacking Jinling be as easy as turning over a hand?"

Qiu Jin nodded slowly but said, "Time waits for no one. If we don't sweep away the Manchu Qing forces in Jiangsu and Zhejiang now, we certainly won't have peace."

"Why is it us who won't have peace? Right now, the ones who are startled three times a day should be the Manchu Qing," Xu Xilin replied.

This answer confused Qiu Jin for a moment. Yes, the ones who felt most surprised and panicked now were the Manchu Qing. Why couldn't Qiu Jin have this feeling? She only felt a heavy pressure. Did the experience in Chizhou make Qiu Jin lose confidence in herself?

"Bosun, Zhejiang is surrounded by enemies on all sides. Without taking Jinling, we are indeed struggling," Qiu Jin gave an explanation she didn't even believe herself.

Xu Xilin disapproved of this. "Is Anhui not surrounded by enemies on all sides? Why is it that when we mention Anhui, we feel the People's Party attacks out in all directions, but when we mention Zhejiang, we are surrounded by enemies on all sides? If the common people of Zhejiang were like those in Anhui, following our Restoration Society in revolution, with Zhejiang's large population and fertile land, we could very well attack out in all directions."

Although Qiu Jin was injured, her heroic spirit had not been worn away. Hearing Xu Xilin speak decisively, Qiu Jin nodded vigorously. "Then what thoughts do you have, Bosun?"

"We must attack Jinling at present, but only to expel the Manchu Qing forces and control tax revenue and finance. To collect taxes in Zhejiang, the landlords and gentry are absolutely unavoidable. If we can't conquer Jinling, the gentry won't sincerely support our Restoration Society. But from what I saw in Anhui, the People's Party doesn't care about the landlords and gentry at all. Moreover..." Speaking to here, Xu Xilin stopped talking.

The People's Party seized ruling power in Anhui by eliminating the landlords and gentry; Xu Xilin already understood this clearly. Without the landlords and gentry, plus the People's Party fully taking over local operations, Xu Xilin saw the prosperity of Fengtai County clearly. But all along this way, Xu Xilin just couldn't genuinely accept doing this in Zhejiang. And even if Xu Xilin was determined to do so, there were so many cadres in the Restoration Society who came from landlord and gentry backgrounds; these people wouldn't really agree.

After Qiu Jin was seriously injured, everyone dared not let her move again, so she didn't know much about the Restoration Society's recent movements. Seeing Xu Xilin hesitate so much, Qiu Jin pressed, "Bosun, why don't you continue."

Xu Xilin finally said, "I think in the current situation, the Restoration Society must co-govern Zhejiang with the gentry. If they are enlightened gentry willing to cooperate, then give them power and positions. If they insist on being buried with the Manchu Qing, then we absolutely cannot show mercy. If we can't act like this as soon as possible, our Restoration Society absolutely cannot withstand the slightest failure."

After listening, Qiu Jin nodded slightly, her eyes already brightening. "Since the end of last year, we've fought so many times in Anhui, Jiangsu, and Zhejiang. Originally, we thought that as long as we could raise the great banner and wave our arms, the world would definitely be like dry wood and raging fire. Not to speak of far away, these five provinces of Jiangsu, Zhejiang, Fujian, Anhui, and Jiangxi would immediately rise up against the Qing together. As a result, many battles have been fought, but wherever there is anti-Qing territory now, without exception, it was won by fighting. Duke Tao strongly wants to conquer Jinling, and this is also the intention. But looking at it now, among the various parties, Wen Qing's People's Party is the leader. Once you said this, Bosun, I became clear: Wen Qing not only can fight but can also govern."

After all, she was just recovering from a serious illness. Qiu Jin was already panting after speaking up to here and couldn't go on. Tao Chengzhang nodded heavily. Qiu Jin pointed out that waiting for the Manchu Qing to collapse on its own seemed completely unrealistic. Although various forces were dissatisfied with the Manchu Qing, it was impossible for them to rise up in response to a call. To completely eliminate the Manchu Qing, the concept of using armed force to completely overthrow the Manchu Qing must be implemented. Although Tao Chengzhang also had such a feeling, he couldn't speak as clearly as Qiu Jin.

Tao Chengzhang nodded vigorously. "That's right. Going to Anhui personally this time, I've understood. If we want to fight, we must first be able to govern. With the current situation, just raising an army for a moment absolutely won't do. No need to say much; the money and grain in our Restoration Society's hands right now are absolutely not enough to last six months. If we can't govern, then there's no grain or pay. As long as the Manchu Qing can pressure us, within a year we will fall apart on our own."

The two reached a consensus and were both overjoyed. However, the Restoration Society actually hadn't discussed much on how to "govern" Zhejiang. Because in the Restoration Society's philosophy, government taxation was actually an "evil deed," something that could only be done when there was no other choice. Xu Xilin and Qiu Jin's new view was that they must be able to collect taxes extremely effectively to support the long-term progress of the revolution. Quite a few key members in the Restoration Society were private smugglers and secret society members; they hated taxation immensely. If the Restoration Society had a reason, it was to be able to not pay taxes. Although Xu Xilin and Qiu Jin were both important cadres in the Restoration Society, if they proposed suggestions to rectify taxation, it would probably be extremely difficult to pass easily.

Thinking of this, Xu Xilin couldn't help but sigh. He now suddenly understood why Chen Ke spent great effort to establish a government while forcefully destroying the landlords and gentry. The People's Party government managed the common people directly, so collecting taxes was naturally convenient. Plus, the People's Party farmed land and opened factories themselves, and this income naturally entered the government's hands. That was why the People's Party could have such strong financial power.

"Xuanqing, I'll go find Duke Tao to discuss this matter right now." Xu Xilin felt he couldn't wait any longer. If he waited on this kind of matter, he didn't know when it would drag on until.

"That's not necessary. I'll have someone invite Duke Tao over. Let's discuss this privately first. If others know about this kind of thing, I'm afraid it will cause quite a stir." Qiu Jin was a woman after all, and her methods were much softer than Xu Xilin's.

Tao Chengzhang heard that Qiu Jin's "condition had relapsed" and was quite anxious in his heart. He pushed aside the matters at hand and rushed over. Listening to Qiu Jin and Xu Xilin's new ideas by the sickbed, Tao Chengzhang remained silent in contemplation.

"Overthrowing the Manchu Qing is a long-term war; it's impossible to rely on a quick victory." Tao Chengzhang could now completely agree with this conclusion. "Co-governing Zhejiang with the gentry." Tao Chengzhang didn't like this very much. The gentry were basically all landlords, and Tao Chengzhang opposed land mergers. The revolutionaries in the Restoration Society who came from yeoman farmer backgrounds were not few. Compared to landlords, the money these yeoman farmers could take out wasn't much. Then the landlords who took out the most money would naturally demand more. If they gathered the Jiangsu and Zhejiang gentry in the name of "co-governance," but those who paid more didn't get benefits, wouldn't that force the landlords to rise up against the Restoration Society?

The theoretician in the Restoration Society, Zhang Taiyan, strongly opposed parliamentary democracy. He believed parliamentary democracy was a system where the rich had the final say. Xu Xilin's view certainly made sense, and if really implemented, it would naturally be helpful to the revolution in the near term. But in the long run, there were also many harms.

Tao Chengzhang actually also wanted to ask Xu Xilin about his feelings on visiting the People's Party base area, but things were busy at the time, and he didn't have time. Now that he was "tricked" here by Qiu Jin, he might as well resolve this matter.

Listening to Xu Xilin explain the People's Party base area's administrative measures, Tao Chengzhang could still smile when hearing about various government operations and land equalization mentioned earlier. But when he heard that the People's Party leveled the great powerful families in the various fortified villages and fully suppressed the landlords and gentry, Tao Chengzhang could no longer smile.

The targets the People's Party struck at were precisely one of the main forces of the Restoration Society. Although the achievements the People's Party had established so far were impressive, if the Restoration Society acted like this, it would collapse itself first. This was a route Tao Chengzhang absolutely could not imitate and was absolutely unwilling to imitate.

Although there was no definite evidence, Tao Chengzhang now believed that the People's Party led by Chen Ke must have a complete revolutionary program. If there weren't such a thing, the People's Party should be like the Restoration Society now, stuck in a dilemma.

If Chen Ke had the ability of telepathy and could hear Tao Chengzhang's thoughts at this moment, he would probably tell Tao Chengzhang in a sympathetic tone, "Grandpa Mao said long ago: Who are our enemies? Who are our friends? This is the primary question of the revolution."

On this point, Chen Ke always had the firmest stance. Whether playing open schemes or hidden conspiracies, the bloody facts Chen Ke saw from history had long told him who was a friend and who was an enemy. But precisely because he had such a firm stance first, precisely because he had the confidence that it was impossible to recognize an enemy as a friend, Chen Ke dared to fully utilize the contradictions between enemies instead.

Personally arriving in this era and knowing things he hadn't known before, Chen Ke had a new understanding of how Yuan Shikai usurped the Manchu Qing's power. Chen Ke now believed that Yuan Shikai didn't plan to overthrow the Manchu Qing from the very beginning. Yuan Shikai definitely wanted to be a powerful minister; this was beyond doubt. However, Cixi's traditional political skill of not letting any force become dominant checked Yuan Shikai. In this regard, Cixi was really a "traditional politician." For any matter, Cixi's consideration was not the matter itself, but how to use this incident to adjust the structure of the Manchu Qing court to achieve the result of not letting any force become too big. Cixi certainly gained some power because she gave birth to the only son of the Xianfeng Emperor, but for this old lady to be able to call the wind and summon the rain for decades, she relied on this unique political skill. If comparing just this ability, Chen Ke admitted defeat.

However, this skill of political balancing might work in the old era, but it absolutely wouldn't work in this new industrialized era. Industry stresses specialization, institutionalization, and precise management. Once any country adopts industrialized production methods, it must have systems and operational methods that match it politically. Cixi's set of power tactics ran completely counter to industrialization.

Although Chen Ke was disliked by the comrades because he revealed the expectations and plans for the next thirty years, the efficiency of the base area's operations did not decrease because of this. High-ranking cadres could dislike Chen Ke, but faced with mountains of work, if they didn't handle and solve it in an organized way, problems would immediately arise in the work. So being satisfied or dissatisfied with Chen Ke was a private matter; in public business, comrades still had to obey Chen Ke's command according to the system.

Just when Tao Chengzhang, Xu Xilin, and Qiu Jin were racking their brains over the question of who is the enemy and who is the friend, Chen Ke convened a cadre meeting. At the meeting, he recounted his bold plan.

The base area's steel inventory was mainly the batch of steel bought from the Hanyang Iron and Steel Works before the capture of Anqing. Now the inventory was basically exhausted. And before the spring plowing of 1908, to implement land reform, there had to be enough metal farm tools to put into the areas preparing to complete land reform. The output of the newly mined pyrite in the base area was not high, only a dozen tons a day. Moreover, desulfurization processing equipment was even more insufficient. One of the values of pyrite was that the sulfur it contained could be used to produce industrial sulfuric acid. High-temperature desulfurization of large chunks of pyrite was fundamentally undesirable. If they wanted to crush this pyrite, they needed steel crushers. Leaving aside whether the base area had the mechanical ability to design and produce this crushing device, even if it were designed, there was no steel to manufacture this device.

Chen Ke's idea was to obtain control of the Hanyang Iron and Steel Works, or at least obtain the sales rights for the steel produced by the Hanyang Iron and Steel Works. More bluntly, it was to get the steel from the Hanyang Iron and Steel Works.

If Chen Ke were to seize the Hanyang Iron and Steel Works by force, he could indeed capture the factory area. But the transportation of iron ore and coke would become a new problem. Rather than creating new problems endlessly like this, it was better to try to master the Hanyang Iron and Steel Works. Having defeated the Hubei New Army this time, and with the opportunity of Yuan Shikai wanting to redeem the captured Beiyang officers, Chen Ke decided to fully utilize this opportunity to stick his hand into the Hanyang Iron and Steel Works.

Listening to Chen Ke's plan, the high-ranking cadres who originally looked serious all relaxed to varying degrees. Almost all comrades felt that Chen Ke might show signs of madness. But this plan continued Chen Ke's consistent style—that is to say, it was definitely not thought up by slapping his head just now, but premeditated long ago. And this premeditation was also built on the foundation of many previous successful actions.

Yan Fu spoke first this time. "Chairman Chen, I'd like to ask, when did you start planning this operation?"

The handsome old man knew clearly that before Chen Ke shook out his crazy plan for the next thirty years, he had asked Yan Fu to conduct foreign language training. No need to ask more; it was definitely for this matter of the Hanyang Iron and Steel Works.

Chen Ke answered frankly, "Probably when I asked Mr. Yan to buy steel last time, I had this plan. However, many preparations weren't completed at that time. Now that the opportunity has arrived, I naturally want to realize this plan."

"Then what is the extension plan related to this plan?" Yan Fu immediately pursued. This was the thing that stifled Yan Fu the most. Being kept in the dark and treated like a puppet on strings—no one would accept this arrangement.

Chen Ke answered frankly, "Next, on one hand, use this steel to produce farm tools; on the other hand, use this steel to produce hot bulb engines, and continue to develop the pyrite mine in Hefei."

"And after that?" Yan Fu continued to pursue.

Chen Ke stood up and pointed to the place known as "Ma'anshan" in later generations on the map. "Wait until we control this area. There is high-quality iron ore in this belt, better than the Daye Iron Mine. We will use our Anhui coal and the ore here to produce even higher quality iron ore."

Yan Fu didn't pursue further; he just nodded. Chen Ke's answer proved Chen Ke wasn't crazy. Not only was he not crazy, but Chen Ke's thinking was very clear, and his consciousness was completely normal. It didn't match the image of a "charlatan" talking big about the development of the next few decades in the clouds.

The next to ask was You Gou. "Chairman Chen, why don't we seize this area directly now?"

"This is Jiangsu. This area is on the opposite bank from Nanjing. If we want to fight over, we first have to solve Nanjing. Using Nanjing to screen this core industrial zone. Poking Nanjing would be a bigger trouble. Our current strength is completely insufficient." Chen Ke answered You Gou's question clearly and briskly.

If it were before, everyone would naturally be enthusiastic about this plan. But the emotion when struggling alone was completely different from the emotion when realizing one was just a member of a decades-long plan arranged by others long ago. If they had known this blueprint for the future from the beginning, it would have been better. Suddenly receiving this shock when they were halfway through and full of ambition—the feeling of loss was definitely not something that could be recovered in a short while.

Chen Ke hadn't expected his expectations would have such a negative effect. He originally thought that even if the comrades couldn't fully understand, they would at least be aroused in spirit and united in will. Since the attendees of this meeting were all members who listened to the lecture last time, Chen Ke simply opened up and said, "Comrades, I can see everyone is very unhappy. I hope everyone upholds the principle of democratic centralism of our People's Party and speaks the words in their hearts."

After speaking, Chen Ke scanned the comrades at the meeting, waiting for everyone to speak.

Yuwen Badu looked at Chen Ke with innocent eyes; he didn't have any dissatisfaction with Chen Ke at all. Yuwen Badu actually didn't understand much of what Chen Ke explained; the massive amount of information only made Yuwen Badu feel extremely confused and puzzled. Yuwen Badu just wasn't used to Chen Ke's high-spirited emotions. There were a few comrades who shared his feeling. They naturally chose not to make a sound.

The first among these cadres to come out and speak was Qin Wuan, the Head of the Logistics Department who usually didn't like to speak up proactively. Qin Wuan joined the People's Party organization at the same time as He Zudao. He sat steadily in the position of Head of Logistics with his honesty and willingness to work. Just looking at emotions, Qin Wuan wasn't dissatisfied with Chen Ke. Now he was the first to stand up and speak. This surprised quite a few comrades.

"Chairman Chen, I have always admired you. I still admire you very much now," Qin Wuan said calmly.

Hearing this opening remark, Hua Xiongmao's gaze immediately became very unfriendly. This kind of opening often meant strong opposition. Although Hua Xiongmao was equally unhappy with Chen Ke's training this time in his heart, this didn't mean Hua Xiongmao approved of anyone coming out to challenge Chen Ke's authority and status.

Qin Wuan ignored others completely and continued, "Our People's Party was indeed founded by you, Chairman Chen, and I don't have the ability to criticize the details of the thirty-year plan you proposed. The only thing I can't accept is that you, Chairman Chen, cannot violate organizational principles and forcibly make this thirty-year plan the guiding direction for the Party's future work. If these contents are discussed in the Party Committee and pass a Party Committee resolution, then I will absolutely execute them seriously. However, making an undiscussed plan the direction—I do not agree with this practice."

Hearing these words, the dissatisfied emotions on the faces of many comrades were instantly relieved. In fact, there were many reasons for everyone's dissatisfaction; many comrades didn't even know clearly what they were dissatisfied about. In just a few short days, everyone came into contact with too much new knowledge and heard too many new views in one go. The confusion brought by these impacts combined with some indescribable emotions, plunging the comrades into considerable puzzlement.

Not only the comrades who felt dissatisfied with Chen Ke, but even those who strongly supported Chen Ke expressed great agreement with Qin Wuan's fair words. Everyone's eyes fell on Chen Ke's face. They saw that Chen Ke was neither angry nor lost. Instead, he revealed a look of sudden enlightenment.

"If comrades feel dissatisfied about this matter, it is as it should be. It was my own lack of consideration. I did wrong." Chen Ke admitted his mistake frankly.

"That means, if not discussed by the Party Committee, the training content you created, Chairman Chen, will not become a Party resolution," Qin Wuan continued to ask.

Chen Ke answered loudly, "That's right. In our Party's constitution, it absolutely does not recognize content undiscussed by the Party Committee becoming a Party resolution."

Qin Wuan's expression remained calm. "Then from an organizational perspective, I don't have any objections. Of course, from a personal perspective, I always support Chairman Chen and support the Party Central Committee. Even if I personally didn't completely understand Chairman Chen's training content, I think the training content still makes a lot of sense. That's all the opinion I have."

Qin Wuan's statement was like an antidote, dissolving the negative emotions accumulated in the comrades' hearts these days almost completely. Of course, this was also because everyone didn't have the slightest thought of holding Chen Ke accountable. Every comrade wanted to resolve the unhappiness in their hearts, not to overturn Chen Ke from the position of Chairman. Ultimately, the comrades had extreme trust in Chen Ke's personal character. If after Qin Wuan criticized Chen Ke, Chen Ke had explained his actions, that would have probably exceeded the comrades' expectations.

Qin Wuan's reasonable, well-grounded, and restrained statement made many people look at him with new eyes. Everyone's gazes were cast on Qin Wuan, while Qin Wuan sat quietly in his seat as usual, with neither fear nor reserve in his expression.

Chen Ke really had mixed feelings in his heart, with joy occupying a huge proportion. As far as Chen Ke's true intention was concerned, his devotion to Party organization construction was a rational instinct. But in his sensibility, he often forgot the basic principles of the Party organization. And Qin Wuan's persistence on the Party's basic principles this time gave Chen Ke a great sense of security. In the past, Chen Ke always felt he had to rely on himself to prop up the Party organization and the base area. Even facing comrades, he had to carefully consider what exactly to say to give the comrades the most positive guidance. This heavy feeling sometimes even pressed on him so hard he couldn't breathe. Chen Ke often had to forget this pressure through crazy work; only by constantly promoting the development of the base area and strengthening the Party's ability could Chen Ke feel safe.

Today, when the comrades used the Party's organizational principles to restrain Chen Ke's own radical actions for the first time, Chen Ke suddenly discovered that these comrades of his could finally no longer be his subordinates, but comrades equal to him. This feeling didn't make Chen Ke feel frustrated; his feeling was actually true peace of mind.

"Thank you, comrades," Chen Ke said. He wanted to say something more but couldn't find suitable words, so Chen Ke said again, "Thank you, comrades."

After the internal problem was resolved, the People's Party organization quickly returned to its previous state. The plan proposed by Chen Ke to control the Hanyang Iron and Steel Works was generally approved. The rest was more detailed preparatory work.

In Chen Ke's plan, it wasn't just about controlling the Hanyang Iron and Steel Works, but also arranging People's Party technical personnel and workers inside the Hanyang Iron and Steel Works. To learn technology and knowledge of steel manufacturing through actual work.

The comrades who regained their vitality began to raise broader questions about this. When dispatching personnel, should they make corresponding arrangements for seizing Hubei in the future? How to guarantee the safety of our personnel? Governor of Huguang Zhao Erxun was a stubborn running dog of the Manchu Qing; would he be sensible?

"This depends on how much sincerity Yuan Shikai actually has. If Yuan Shikai sincerely wants to redeem the captured Beiyang officers, he has to make this cooperation have minimal credibility. And we not only have to have preparations for political struggle but also preparations for military struggle. So, for this land reform, I plan to dispatch a unit into the Dabie Mountain area. First, we must seize control of Yingshan County." Chen Ke pointed to Yingshan County near Anqing on the map.

"This area, I..." Chen Ke almost said I've been there. He stopped for a moment before continuing, "This area is very poor but has great potential. Although Yingshan County lacks land suitable for cultivation, it doesn't lack mountainous land. Tea can be grown on the mountains, and mulberries can be planted to raise silkworms. Moreover, Yingshan County has many hot springs, which can be used to boil cocoons and reel silk. Since we want to enter Wuhan, it is very necessary to fully utilize the trade channels within the Wuhan concessions."

In the twenty-first century, Chen Ke had gone to Yingshan for fun with the "Dabie Mountain Red Tour." He had four impressions of that place: the hot springs were nice, the girls were pretty, and then there were tea gardens and mulberry gardens all over the mountains and plains. And in the intelligence collected by the People's Party, the current Yingshan County was an extremely poverty-stricken place. Apart from a dozen or so notorious local tyrants, there were no decent landlords. This was simply too favorable for unfolding work. After opening up a base area in Yingshan County, not only would they obtain a stable bridgehead for attacking Hubei, but they could also screen Anqing's flank. Moreover, in Chen Ke's view, by establishing state-owned tea factories, planting mulberry trees on a large scale, and establishing a raw silk industry, the local common people could break away from the situation of extreme poverty through tea and silk within two years.

Listening to Chen Ke introduce the plan content, the comrades quickly found back the feeling of "rallying around the Party Central Committee with Chairman Chen at the core." Actually, these days the comrades were also reflecting and connecting, reviewing their experiences since the revolution in discussions. Everyone felt that because they were in the ranks of the revolution, they were used to the process of revolution. In fact, under the leadership of Chairman Chen Ke, the things the People's Party achieved were all unusual in themselves. So Chen Ke's seemingly radical blueprint might not be unreasonable. It was just that the comrades hadn't found the reason why they felt dissatisfied.

Qin Wuan pointed out the reason for the comrades' dissatisfaction, and Chen Ke's frank admission of his mistake resolved everyone's dissatisfaction. The People's Party Central Committee, which had undergone a shock, returned to a united situation again. However, the comrades didn't discover that their view of the world seemed to have undergone some real changes. At least, when Chen Ke proposed utilizing the trade channels of the Wuhan concessions, no comrade was surprised by the involvement of foreigners. Everyone just accepted this fact very naturally.

Intervening in Hubei was a big plan. As usual, Chen Ke spent a lot of effort explaining the content of the plan. The Party Committee accepted this plan, and then the division of labor began. Different departments started to operate rapidly. The first to bear the brunt was the Military Commission deciding which unit to dispatch to Yingshan. And which military sub-district this unit should belong to also entered the agenda.
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Whenever he thought of Chen Ke, Yuan Shikai always felt a sigh that fate makes sport of people. Logically speaking, as an elder who helped Chen Ke with matchmaking, Chen Ke should have taken the initiative to strive to come under Yuan Shikai's wing according to traditional rules back then. Chen Ke didn't do so; instead, he ran off to Anhui to realize his long-premeditated rebellion career. Not only did he deal a heavy blow to the matchmaker Yuan Shikai, but even Wang Shizhen, who acted as Chen Ke's elder at the wedding, was captured by Chen Ke. However, this "ungrateful" behavior didn't make Yuan Shikai harbor any resentment towards Chen Ke. On the contrary, Yuan Shikai even felt he could understand Chen Ke somewhat.

When a person can obtain more by their own ability, what can stop such a choice? In 1884, Kim Ok-gyun and others of the "Enlightenment Party" launched the Gapsin Coup, attempting to overthrow the regime controlled by the "Sadae Party." The Japanese troops stationed in Korea also took the opportunity to act, wanting to hold the royal family under duress. King Gojong sent people to the Qing camp for help. Yuan Shikai commanded the Qing troops to repel the Japanese troops, maintaining the Qing court's suzerainty and other privileges in Korea. Yuan Shikai's suppression of the Gapsin Coup in Korea was of great significance; it beat back Japan's infiltration forces, smashed Japan's attempt to seek Korea during the Sino-French War, and delayed the outbreak of the Sino-Japanese War. Yuan Shikai was also valued by Li Hongzhang and others because of this event. At the age of only 26, he was appointed as the "Imperial Resident of Seoul," with a rank equivalent to a third-rank Daotai, controlling the Korean political situation, acting just like the Overlord of Korea.

As a "rebel," Chen Ke was precisely 26 years old when he started his uprising, the same age as when Yuan Shikai became famous in one stroke. This couldn't help but make Yuan Shikai feel a sense of marvelous destiny. In addition, Yuan Shikai believed in "fate" quite a bit. He had never told his subordinates one reason why he viewed Chen Ke in a different light. The Yuan family's generational naming ranks were "Bao, Shi, Ke, Jia; Qi, Wen, Shao, Wu." Yuan Shikai was of the "Shi" generation. Although Chen Ke had a single-character name which was quite strange in the Manchu Qing era, it happened to be "Ke," which meant Chen Ke was of the "Ke" generation. This was the same rank as Yuan Shikai's sons and nephews. This was the important reason why Yuan Shikai was willing to be a matchmaker for Chen Ke.

However, Yuan Shikai didn't realize his deeper consciousness: if Chen Ke hadn't succeeded greatly in his rebellion career and put tremendous pressure on the Qing court, Yuan Shikai wouldn't possibly have the high evaluation of Chen Ke he had now. Of course, these were just Yuan Shikai's private feelings. He was, after all, the leader of the Beiyang clique. Before considering private feelings, Yuan Shikai had to make the overall interests of the Beiyang clique his primary goal to maintain. He definitely had to rescue the captured Beiyang officers from the hands of the People's Party.

Sitting in front of Yuan Shikai was Chen Ke's messenger, Lu Huitian. Taking on the dangerous job of a messenger with the position of Fuyang Regional Secretary, Lu Huitian didn't have the slightest fear. Achievements are accomplished by oneself. In the People's Party Committee, Lu Huitian's ability was sufficient to complete this task, and Lu Huitian seemed to be the most suitable candidate as well. Of course, Lu Huitian didn't reveal his position; right now, he was just a messenger.

In Yuan Shikai's view, the cadres of the People's Party were all very young, and their shrewdness and capability were even greater than the youth of the Beiyang clique. When ordinary people sat in front of Grand Councilor Yuan Shikai, they only dared to sit on half a buttock cheek, ready to stand up at any time. The People's Party's young messenger Lu Huitian sat firmly on the chair, yet he didn't make people feel any affectation at all. His attitude was calm and focused, his attention highly concentrated. The People's Party's great victory over Beiyang didn't make this youth have the slightest reserve or arrogance. Talking about the war, the youth seemed to be talking about a matter as common as can be. This narrative language really didn't fit Yuan Shikai's usual conversations.

After first introducing the current situation of the captured Beiyang officers and informing him that they received the best treatment and most officers were in good health, Lu Huitian saw Yuan Shikai's expression relax before continuing, "Mr. Yuan, if we calculate the ransom based on the income of the captured Beiyang officers for two years, do you think this calculation method is appropriate?"

"Income?" Yuan Shikai keenly judged the keyword within. Military pay and income were two completely different calculation methods. Calculating solely based on military pay, the income of over eight hundred captured officers a year would be just over two hundred thousand ocean dollars. But calculating based on "income," that would have to at least double. Moreover, the income of the Admiral of Jiangbei and Duan Qirui would have to be multiplied even higher.

Lu Huitian nodded. "Correct, calculated based on income. For two years, these people must have at least an income of 1.2 million silver dollars. This isn't a small amount. Even if Mr. Yuan sits on the Bank of Communications, we think paying it off in one go is also not an easy matter."

"Oh?" Even if he agreed with Chen Ke's view in his heart, Yuan Shikai just gave an unfathomable smile.

Lu Huitian didn't react to this smile at all. He continued, "Our Chairman Chen means, if this 1.2 million silver dollars is not paid directly but serves as capital for shares in the Hanyang Iron and Steel Works, does Mr. Yuan think it would be much better for everyone's economic situation?"

This proposal was truly beyond Yuan Shikai's expectations. Chen Ke had no intention of going north, yet he wanted to interfere in the Hanyang Iron and Steel Works. The deeper hidden meaning was to interfere in the Hanyang Arsenal. This deal was absolutely profitable with no loss. The People's Party was already very powerful now; if they could get enough weapons, the quality of Hanyang-made weapons was famous domestically.

"It's hard on Chen Wenqing to think so much for me." Yuan Shikai still maintained his unfathomable appearance.

"To persuade Governor of Huguang Zhao Erxun, relying solely on military force won't work. Our side believes a two-pronged approach of politics and military is needed. So we hope Mr. Yuan can provide political help. If we are needed to intimidate Zhao Erxun with force, we will naturally dispatch troops. At that time, if Mr. Sheng Xuanhuai is also in Hubei, this kind of thing will be easy to handle. But no matter what means are used, what we want is the production capacity of the Hanyang Iron and Steel Works. What's the point of smashing the Hanyang Iron and Steel Works? That would just be destroying our China's important industrial enterprise for nothing. Zhao Erxun might not feel the heartache, but we of the People's Party would feel the heartache."

Even if Yuan Shikai was serious again, he couldn't help but chuckle after hearing this. If Beiyang and the People's Party played a double act, Yuan Shikai had confidence in making Zhao Erxun submit obediently. But this meant Beiyang had to reach a political offensive and defensive agreement with the People's Party. The two sides were still fighting a bloody battle a few months ago, and merging like this a few months later—perhaps this was the biggest joke.

"Could it be that Wen Qing still wants to muddle along for an official position in the court?" Yuan Shikai exercised his humor cells.

"The Manchu Qing will fall in a few years; who wants to be buried with it?" Lu Huitian spoke even more bluntly.

This plan wasn't entirely undesirable. Asking Yuan Shikai to take out 1.2 million silver dollars at once was also an amount he absolutely couldn't easily bear. By comparison, if it could be done covertly, the control rights of the Hanyang Iron and Steel Works were actually a completely acceptable bargaining chip. Even if the People's Party got the Hanyang Iron and Steel Works, so what? The Hanyang Iron and Steel Works was so big; the People's Party absolutely couldn't move the steel plant to Anhui. Driving away the People's Party might not be easy, but destroying the Hanyang Iron and Steel Works would be very easy. No need to destroy the factory area directly; just cutting off the transportation of iron ore and coke would make the Hanyang Iron and Steel Works stop work immediately. Not to mention that the Hanyang Iron and Steel Works actually already had the intervention and control of Beiyang's Sheng Xuanhuai. The probability of success for this deal was actually quite high.

The only thing that worried Yuan Shikai was the risk of this private transaction. The biggest risk was that the People's Party actually didn't want to cooperate at all, but wanted to trap Yuan Shikai. When the transaction was completed and the evidence was conclusive, the People's Party would expose this transaction completely. At that time, Yuan Shikai would simply be unable to extricate himself.

While contemplating, Yuan Shikai heard Lu Huitian say, "Mr. Yuan, I know where your worry lies. It's just fear that we will burn the bridge after crossing and sell you out. Then let me put it this way: if we wanted to harm you, we wouldn't need to spend so much effort. It's rumored in the Manchu Qing court that during the Hundred Days' Reform, Guangxu gave you a secret edict asking you to enter the capital to save the Emperor. As a result, you gave the edict to Cixi and struck back, causing Guangxu to be imprisoned. The Emperor's Party hates you to the bone. Cixi is over seventy years old this year; how many days does she have left to live? Once Cixi dies, if the Emperor's Party rises to power, how do you think they will treat you?"

This matter was one of Yuan Shikai's biggest sore points recently. Being punctured in one stroke by the young Lu Huitian, Yuan Shikai was greatly alarmed in his heart. However, he could still suppress it on his face.

He heard Lu Huitian continue, "If we wanted to use any conspiratorial means, we wouldn't need to do anything with the Hanyang Iron and Steel Works matter at all. We could spread rumors in the capital right now, saying you are worried that Guangxu will regain power after Cixi dies, so you are preparing to poison Guangxu. Let him die before Cixi. Think about it, Cixi is such a smart person; doesn't she know Guangxu hates her to the bone? We can add a little piece of news: heard that Cixi is sick now, and after Guangxu learned of this, he sighed, saying, 'Good that she's sick.' Then wouldn't Cixi put Guangxu to death before she dies? And at that time, with Guangxu and Cixi dying one after another, whether the Emperor's Party comes to power or the Empress's Party comes to power, how do you think they will treat you?"

This was already a naked threat. When had Yuan Shikai suffered such malice in all these years? His face instantly became gloomy, and his fists couldn't help but clench.

Lu Huitian acted as if he didn't see it. He continued with a frank look, "Mr. Yuan, we will absolutely not adopt this method. Please rest assured on this point; our People's Party rose up in revolution to save the country. Since we want to save the country, naturally we must adopt the method most beneficial to China. Among those in the world who can be called outstanding heroes, you, Mr. Yuan, are one of the few. Zhang Zhidong is pedantic and old and muddled, hanging himself on this crooked neck tree of the Manchu Qing. The so-called Pure Stream led by Cen Chunxuan are all hypocrites fishing for fame. As for that bunch of imperial clansmen of the Manchu Qing, they are shortsighted and have a morbid desire for power. After the Manchu Qing falls, Zhili and the North will inevitably be in chaos. You are not unclear about the unbearable appearance of these people; besides selling China's interests to foreigners, what else can they do? Foreigners are eyeing us covetously and have long been peeping at China. Now with insiders, China is destined to reach a point of eternal damnation. Our People's Party believes that once the Manchu Qing falls, it is the best choice for the Beiyang led by you to take over the Manchu Qing's political legacy. At that time, whether Beiyang and our People's Party are at war or at peace, there is much room for discussion. Even if in the end our political views don't agree and we meet on the battlefield. For you, Mr. Yuan, to unify China, that is also a not bad choice. If we used these dirty methods of the Manchu Qing officialdom to bring you down, leaving China with one less pillar—you say, if we did this, would we be doing right by China? Would we be doing right by the common people of the world?"

Yuan Shikai had received positive evaluations from many people since childhood, but the evaluation received from this enemy, the People's Party, could be undisputedly called the highest praise. Other positive evaluations all came from the interests of the family, the clique, or the court. This was the first time someone closely linked Yuan Shikai with the interests of the common people of the world. And gave an evaluation concerning the future of the common people of the world.

Constantly emphasizing in his heart that "the People's Party messenger Lu Huitian who can say such words is very dangerous," Yuan Shikai found that deep in his heart he still liked these words very much, and even had an impulse to want to believe them. But he was, after all, a politician with real power. Since everyone had said what should be said. From the perspective of political negotiation or political blackmail, what Lu Huitian said was even a bit too much. Although it couldn't be said to have reached the point of painting legs on a snake, there was also some suspicion of talking to himself.

Yuan Shikai wasn't in a hurry to give Lu Huitian an answer. "I already know Mr. Lu's meaning. This kind of thing cannot have a result in the short term. Let's talk up to here for now."

Lu Huitian nodded. "Mr. Yuan, I have delivered all the words Chairman Chen entrusted me to bring to Mr. Yuan on this trip. Since Mr. Yuan already knows, I will set off back to Anhui now. When Mr. Yuan has a decision, just send someone to inform us."

"Eh? Mr. Lu is leaving now?" Regarding Lu Huitian's choice, Yuan Shikai absolutely hadn't thought of it beforehand.

Lu Huitian laughed, "That's all I have to say. Even if I say it back and forth a hundred times, it's still this much. Mr. Yuan is busy with official duties; that you could take time out of your busy schedule to see me, I already feel deeply the great kindness. Staying in Beijing to continue disturbing you is extremely inappropriate. Mr. Yuan, when the time comes, just send someone to tell us the result, and we will fulfill our promise. Before this, the Beiyang Army brothers, we will definitely take good care of them according to our base area's prisoner regulations and absolutely won't let them be wronged. Mr. Yuan, I bid you farewell."

Letting Lu Huitian leave quietly, Yuan Shikai sat back on the chair in the reception room. If before Yuan Shikai couldn't understand or even believe that the calculating Wang Shizhen and the brave and battle-wise Duan Qirui would actually suffer such a huge defeat at the hands of this young man Chen Ke, now he could understand somewhat. Lu Huitian, a nameless junior, talked about politics and the political situation with him, and they could actually talk completely on the same page. Although too many words were too blunt, and the method of threat was also a bit too immature. Of course, this immaturity was only relative; Lu Huitian made clear what should be said. Moreover, behind Lu Huitian was the powerful People's Party. The power of the People's Party was enough to make this immaturity harmless, and even look a bit sincere.

As an excellent politician with real power, Yuan Shikai knew very clearly that the People's Party, which could see the complicated political situation so profoundly and accurately select a partner, was truly a terrifying adversary. Among Yuan Shikai's subordinates, those comparable to Lu Huitian were at least twenty years older than Lu Huitian. And Chen Ke, whom Lu Huitian followed, was so young that Yuan Shikai was somewhat jealous. The Beiyang clique was already considered the young guard in the Manchu Qing court, but compared to the gathering of even younger talents like Chen Ke and Lu Huitian, Beiyang appeared old and decaying. Not to mention how many years it would take for the Manchu Qing to collapse. Even if the Manchu Qing collapsed in seven or eight years, if the Beiyang clique and the People's Party really went to war, they wouldn't even need to wait for a winner on the battlefield. If the People's Party dragged it out for another three to five years, many leaders of this generation of Beiyang would wither away themselves. This panic based on extremely realistic reasons made Yuan Shikai feel a chill.

The People's Party, with such fine talents and abilities, must absolutely not be underestimated. When Lu Huitian was leaving, Yuan Shikai hadn't thought about killing Lu Huitian, or at least imprisoning him. But Lu Huitian spoke of the Beiyang captives with a sincere and gentle attitude. Being able to release a threat Yuan Shikai couldn't refuse so affectionately, he was by no means a simple messenger.

Forcibly suppressing the thought of sending someone to arrest Lu Huitian, Yuan Shikai considered his own plans. It had to be said that the comprehensive cooperation proposal put forward by Lu Huitian was very attractive. Yuan Shikai knew his own affairs best; he seemed to have high position and heavy power, but what he lacked was precisely true collaborators. The Beiyang force was huge, but Beiyang was a fruit borne on the tree of the Manchu Qing. Yuan Shikai's outstanding status was because he could provide opportunities to others within the largest scope inside the Manchu Qing system. If someone else could offer a higher price than Yuan Shikai, then the people of Beiyang would also abandon Yuan Shikai without hesitation and defect to other forces. If the People's Party and Beiyang truly cooperated, any of Yuan Shikai's political enemies would be unable to cope at all.

Beiyang was in the court, the People's Party was in the wild. Beiyang was the soldiers, the People's Party was the bandits. Yuan Shikai's enemies in the court wouldn't even know how they died. Whether Yuan Shikai was in power in the court or leading troops outside to avoid disaster, he would be very free. Of course, if the People's Party obtained the cooperation of Yuan Shikai's Beiyang clique, with the strength they had already displayed, they would naturally be able to sweep through invincible. And even a very simple cooperation between the two was already destined to mean the demise of the Manchu Qing.

Yuan Shikai knew that as long as he cooperated with the People's Party, he would immediately change from one of the most powerful people in the Manchu Qing to the biggest traitor of the Manchu Qing. Absolutely no one could compete with Yuan Shikai for this "distinction." Watching the Manchu Qing collapse by pushing the boat with the current, Yuan Shikai could do it, but letting Yuan Shikai personally act in the role of a traitor was not something Yuan Shikai could accept.

Thinking of Lu Huitian's immaturity, Yuan Shikai suddenly gave birth to a burst of anger. He was the Minister of Beiyang, a Grand Councilor. Such a wet-behind-the-ears kid actually wanted to play him in the palm of his hand? Let them dream their pipe dreams. Even if the Ministry of Army decided now to first exterminate the chaos parties around Anhui and then encircle Anhui. If Yuan Shikai made up his mind to promote the extermination of Anhui now, he prided himself on being able to change the strategic plan. If he integrated the remaining Beiyang garrisons and personally led troops to attack Anhui, Yuan Shikai didn't believe Chen Ke was truly invincible. Just when he was preparing to stand up and find Zhang Zhidong to talk about this matter, Yuan Shikai inexplicably lost heart.

Lu Huitian was right; now Yuan Shikai was really surrounded by enemies on all sides. Back then he sought refuge with Cixi and got promoted. This was his biggest fatal wound now. The Emperor's Party naturally hated him to the bone; even if Yuan Shikai wanted to switch sides now, the Emperor's Party would absolutely not accept him. Not to mention the Empress's Party would absolutely not let Yuan Shikai off either. Even if it was the Empress's Party, so what? There were plenty of princes and officials in the Empress's Party who regarded Yuan Shikai as a "living Cao Cao."

Even if Yuan Shikai mobilized the remaining Beiyang Army now and completely wiped out Chen Ke, what then? The ancients said, "If the matter succeeds, you are a duke; if it fails, you are boiled." But Yuan Shikai knew very clearly that if he fought a decisive battle with the People's Party, he faced the situation of "boiled if fails, boiled even more if succeeds." The Manchu Qing court tabooed subjects with merit overshadowing the master the most, not to mention heaven knew how long Cixi could still live now. If Yuan Shikai led troops to establish great merit at this time, that would absolutely be a place without burial ground.

Thinking of this, Yuan Shikai suddenly felt disheartened. Having served the court for so many years, was this just the result? Even a group of rebellious young people could see these things clearly.

Thinking of this, Yuan Shikai called in his close attendant. "Go find that Mr. Lu from just now. Within two months, we will give the money according to the number they said. No need to talk about other matters."

When the attendant went out, Yuan Shikai sneered. Did Chen Ke and the others think they could do whatever they wanted just because they won a few battles? Leaving aside whether anyone who wanted to deal with him could succeed, he at least had the path of being buried with the Manchu Qing. As long as he made this determination, Yuan Shikai had plenty of ways to make these young chaos party members like Chen Ke suffer; at most, the fish would die and the net would break together. Moreover, did these brats like Chen Ke really think Yuan Shikai couldn't take out 1.2 million silver dollars?

"Want to bully onto my head! You're still too tender!" Yuan Shikai finally cursed aloud.

Lu Huitian was confused by Yuan Shikai's determination. Before he set off this time, everyone specifically conducted "combat drills." Regarding what to say and what kind of performance Yuan Shikai would probably have, the young comrades gave full consideration. Personally negotiating with Yuan Shikai, the situation wasn't anything inappropriate. Lu Huitian never expected that Yuan Shikai could make up his mind so quickly.

Naturally, going back to find Yuan Shikai now wouldn't work. Lu Huitian rushed back to Anhui as soon as possible according to the plan. Along the way, Lu Huitian repeatedly pondered his performance and hadn't made any mistakes. What should be said was said, threats that should be made were made, and flattery that should be given wasn't missing at all. According to the comrades' expectations, the possibility of success was already very high. Why did it fall short of success at the last stage?

Lu Huitian didn't get off at Wuhan but got off at the station nearest to Fuyang. Comrades were already waiting there long ago. Rushing back to Fengtai County at the fastest speed, Lu Huitian reported the situation to the Party Committee.

Although the comrades also had contingency plans for this, everyone originally thought the possibility of success was high. Getting the news of the negotiation failure, the comrades all looked at Chen Ke. Chen Ke also felt very surprised. Could it be that Yuan Shikai really made up his mind to be buried with the Manchu Qing? This was impossible. If it was said that historically Yuan Shikai was mentally unprepared and almost got killed as a result. But after that, Yuan Shikai's performance fully embodied the characteristics of a formidable hero. Lu Huitian's words were collectively discussed by the Party Committee. With Yuan Shikai's intelligence, it was impossible for him not to have thoughts. Then where did the problem lie?

Zhang Yu had already returned to the center to participate in the discussion of the Hubei plan at this time. After listening to Lu Huitian's report, Zhang Yu suddenly asked, "Yuan Shikai said he agreed to use 1.2 million ocean dollars to redeem people?"

"Yes," Lu Huitian replied.

Hearing Lu Huitian answer crisply, Zhang Yu said, "Then Yuan Shikai definitely doesn't want to be buried with the Manchu Qing. It must be that there are some things we haven't made Yuan Shikai feel assured about."

"Then how on earth does this old thing Yuan Shikai want to be assured?" Hua Xiongmao had no fear or respect for Yuan Shikai at all. "Send a few of Wang Shizhen and Duan Qirui's fingers to Yuan Shikai, tell this old thing his beloved generals are still alive?"

"Commander Hua, we aren't kidnapping for ransom; doing this isn't appropriate. Moreover, Yuan Shikai expressed agreement to give money; we can't lay hands on the 'meat tickets' either." Zhang Yu said the People's Party weren't bandits, yet he used bandit jargon. Chen Ke felt it was both funny and annoying listening to it.

"How about this, let's invite Yan Fu over to talk," Chen Ke said.

"Mr. Yan Fu also listened when formulating the plan. He thought it was okay. Is it appropriate to find him again after something went wrong?" Lu Huitian asked.

"Among us, only he is familiar with Yuan Shikai; it won't do not to find him," Chen Ke said helplessly.

Yan Fu arrived at the headquarters. After listening to Lu Huitian state the content, he also had no way to determine why Yuan Shikai refused. But Yan Fu was Yan Fu after all. He pondered for a moment and suddenly said, "There is one person who definitely can know what's going on. Finding him won't be wrong."

"Who knows?" Lu Huitian instantly became spirited.

"Wang Shizhen," Yan Fu replied.

When Wang Shizhen was led out of prison, he wasn't quite clear on what had happened. These days, the People's Party hadn't mistreated him and Duan Qirui. Except for sometimes when people came to ask the two about the situation of the Manchu Qing and Beiyang, nothing special happened. And these people were all cursed away by Duan Qirui. However, the People's Party was quite magnanimous; although cursed at, they didn't make life difficult for the two.

Being led out alone this time, Wang Shizhen thought the People's Party wanted to question them separately. He had already decided to learn from Xu Shu: no matter what the People's Party asked, he wouldn't say a word. However, Wang Shizhen found he was actually taken out of the prison. Suddenly returning to the marketplace and seeing the bustling stream of people, Wang Shizhen suddenly felt the long-lost freedom was really nostalgic. The group arrived at a residence. After entering the door, Wang Shizhen saw two people; one of them was actually Yan Fu.

"Brother Wang, it looks like your complexion is good," Yan Fu greeted with a smile. Wang Shizhen hadn't seen the person next to him, and Yan Fu quickly introduced, "This is Mr. Shen Zengzhi."

Wang Shizhen had heard of Shen Zengzhi. This Anhui Provincial Administration Commissioner was captured in the Anqing battle launched by the People's Party. Looking at him now, although he still had a queue, he was wearing a military greatcoat; presumably, he had already defected to the People's Party. However, this wasn't the time to curse Shen Zengzhi roundly. Wang Shizhen nodded slightly to Shen Zengzhi but didn't speak.

The few people entered the main hall. Waiting inside was Chen Ke. Wang Shizhen hadn't seen the person next to him, but it looked like he was also a base area cadre. Chen Ke introduced Lu Huitian to Wang Shizhen, and only then did the few people take their seats.

Chen Ke said straightforwardly, "The thing is this: we negotiated with Mr. Yuan regarding the matter of redeeming the Beiyang Army brothers. The one who went was this Comrade Lu Huitian, but the result was very unsatisfactory. We want Mr. Wang to take a look at what exactly happened."

Wang Shizhen stared at Chen Ke, wanting very much to know what exactly was in Chen Ke's brain. He would actually come to ask Wang Shizhen for advice on this kind of matter. Could it be that Chen Ke wanted to use a stratagem of sowing discord to provoke the relationship between Wang Shizhen and Yuan Shikai?

Lu Huitian didn't wait for Chen Ke to say more; he explained the detailed dialogue and Yuan Shikai's performance carefully. Wang Shizhen listened quietly. After listening, everyone looked at Wang Shizhen, waiting for him to speak. Wang Shizhen initially looked up at Lu Huitian, but when hearing more than half, Wang Shizhen closed his eyes and lowered his head. After Lu Huitian finished explaining the process completely, Wang Shizhen didn't speak for a good while. Just when everyone didn't know if Wang Shizhen would speak, Wang Shizhen suddenly opened his eyes and stood up abruptly. He pointed at Chen Ke and asked, "Chen Ke, who do you think you are?"

Chen Ke was stunned. "Mr. Wang, can you speak clearly?"

This sincere expression not only didn't make Wang Shizhen's anger subside, but on the contrary, Wang Shizhen's anger was fanned doubly. "It was my incompetence to be defeated in your hands. But Chen Ke, on what basis do you use the matter of my capture to insult Lord Yuan?"

"Brother Wang, Wen Qing and the others are still children and consider problems incompletely. You calm down." Yan Fu quickly stood up to persuade.

Wang Shizhen showed absolutely no sign of calming down. He turned to Yan Fu and said sternly, "Yan Jidao, a scholar can be killed but cannot be humiliated. I was defeated in Chen Ke's hands; that was my lack of ability. You are at least one of our Beiyang people; how can you let these juniors go mock our Beiyang people like this?"

Lu Huitian saw this old captive Wang Shizhen was so arrogant, and he got angry right then. He was just preparing to get up when Chen Ke, with quick hands and sharp eyes, grabbed Lu Huitian's arm. He managed not to let Lu Huitian stand up.

"Brother Wang, it is beyond reproach for Wen Qing and the others to consider for the People's Party. But they also meant well. The Empress Dowager is advanced in years, and Yuan Xiangcheng is indeed on the cusp of the storm. There are plenty of people in the court who want to be disadvantageous to him." The one speaking was Shen Zengzhi.

This made sense, and Wang Shizhen knew it too. But Lu Huitian looked even younger than Chen Ke; Yuan Shikai's son was even older than Lu Huitian. Yuan Shikai was a hero with a forthright character, quite warm-hearted in the old way, and very tolerant of people. But having such a little baby run to Beijing to threaten Yuan Shikai at his door, Yuan Shikai had to endure it in the end.

During the Boxer Rebellion in the past, Princes Duan and Zhuang sent a Boxer Eldest Brother to find Yuan Shikai with the Qing government's arrow of command, saying Prince Duan ordered Yuan Shikai to appease the Boxers and allow them to set up altars to continue drilling. Wang Shizhen beheaded this person without a second word. Speaking of which, this person was a lackey of the court. Now Lu Huitian was a genuine rebel. For the sake of the captured Beiyang brothers, Yuan Shikai didn't dare say a harsh word after being humiliated, nor dare touch a hair on Lu Huitian. And this Lu Huitian, because he didn't achieve his goal, actually ran shamelessly to ask Wang Shizhen the reason. Thinking of this, Wang Shizhen really felt like a knife was twisting in his heart. Unknowingly, Wang Shizhen was already streaming with tears. Suddenly, Wang Shizhen wanted to commit suicide immediately.

Just then, Chen Ke said loudly, "Mr. Wang, you feel Mr. Yuan was humiliated because of you. If you commit suicide or self-mutilate at this time, wouldn't Mr. Yuan have suffered humiliation for you in vain? Mr. Wang, even if for Mr. Yuan's sake, please take care of yourself. Mr. Yuan definitely hopes to see you again."

Hearing Chen Ke's words, Wang Shizhen woke up immediately. He was originally a person with a steady character; he only lost composure because of the great stimulation. Quickly suppressing the emotions in his heart, Wang Shizhen slowly sat back on the stool. Seeing Chen Ke's words had an effect, everyone also relaxed. The people standing in the room all sat back into their chairs.

"I must declare first, we indeed had the intention to threaten, but we didn't have the intention to insult Mr. Yuan. Public business is public business; what meaning is there in us insulting Mr. Yuan? Our purpose is to want to cooperate with Mr. Yuan. If possible, we hope to cooperate until the Manchu Qing perishes. Moreover, Mr. Yuan..."

"Chen Wenqing, you keep saying Mr. Yuan this and Mr. Yuan that; would it kill you to call him Senior Yuan?" Wang Shizhen couldn't help but shout, interrupting him.

Chen Ke understood one of his mistakes right then. The Party Committee believed the People's Party and the Manchu Qing were equal, so they used equal forms of address. After Wang Shizhen shouted like this, Chen Ke also felt the idea of insisting on being on the same level as Yuan Shikai was a bit excessive. After all, the comrades of the People's Party were much younger than Yuan Shikai in age.

"Senior Yuan is now attacked from front and rear in the Manchu Qing court. If such a hero is harmed by villains, it would be China's misfortune..."

"Chen Wenqing, do you talk to your parents and elders like this too?" Wang Shizhen couldn't endure it even more. A group of juniors actually lectured an elder with a condescending attitude; Wang Shizhen had really never seen such rude people.

As a child, Chen Ke was always spoiled when with elders. And when elders discussed things with him, it was mainly discussion and reasoning, not caring about any strict distinction between senior and junior. They just told Chen Ke to be polite, to talk from the perspective of solving the problem, to learn to listen to others, and to be neither humble nor arrogant in his speech. After arriving in this era, Chen Ke had always been leading everyone to do things, and simply no one dared to raise anything like "distinction between senior and junior" to Chen Ke. He naturally didn't understand.

Glancing at Lu Huitian, he saw Lu Huitian's face full of unconvinced defiance. However, this defiance was very much like the defiance of a child who feels they are reasonable and have the upper hand towards an older person. Chen Ke suddenly suspected that because the Party Committee was full of young people, when discussing the wording, Chen Ke wasn't clear how juniors spoke to elders in these years, while everyone felt there was no need to care about Beiyang at all, so they deliberately used some words that were "insubordinate" in this era, right?

At this time, Chen Ke remembered Hua Xiongmao referring to Yuan Shikai directly as "old thing," while the surrounding young comrades were completely indifferent to this form of address. Chen Ke felt his guess was extremely likely to be correct.

Seeing this scene, Shen Zengzhi wanted to laugh but couldn't. Judging from Chen Ke's expression, Chen Ke probably really hadn't received education on the distinction between seniors and juniors. And Lu Huitian looked like he was desperately holding back his dissatisfaction to avoid jumping up and cursing Wang Shizhen. Shen Zengzhi was self-aware of his captive status; since he was a captive, there was simply no such thing as dignity. However, according to Shen Zengzhi's observation, these young revolutionaries of the People's Party didn't apply the logic of senior and junior selectively; they practiced their own set of equal etiquette and completely abandoned the traditional set. And Wang Shizhen obviously didn't realize this; regarding the various "rudeness" of Chen Ke and others, Wang Shizhen thought Chen Ke did it on purpose.

Thinking of this, Shen Zengzhi looked at Yan Fu. Yan Fu happened to look over too. In Yan Fu's eyes, Shen Zengzhi saw a kind of helplessness. Presumably, Yan Fu had also completely understood what was going on. Shen Zengzhi knew Yan Fu had always hated the officialdom set, plus Yan Fu was a master of Western learning and didn't support many traditions either. Shen Zengzhi sighed secretly; it would be a strange thing if the "diplomatic language" discussed by such a group of old and young people could be accepted by Wang Shizhen.

Everyone was waiting for Chen Ke to speak, and Chen Ke spoke up, living up to expectations. "Senior Wang, speaking from our hearts, we respect Senior Yuan very much. We believe Senior Yuan is a true politician and a hero who can support the world. regarding politics, we talk about interests. Now what we want to talk about is the political interests of the Beiyang clique and our People's Party. We believe that at this current stage, cooperation between the Beiyang clique and our People's Party can allow both sides to obtain the greatest benefits. We don't believe Senior Yuan refused our request for cooperation because we juniors lacked etiquette. Senior Yuan is absolutely not such a boring person. I want to ask you now, in your heart, are you loyal to the Manchu Qing first and then to Senior Yuan? Or are you loyal to Senior Yuan first and then talk about loyalty to the Manchu Qing? Can you give an answer?"

Hearing Chen Ke ask this, Wang Shizhen didn't make a sound. Wang Shizhen was loyal to both Yuan Shikai and the Manchu Qing. Although he was more loyal to Yuan Shikai in his heart, Wang Shizhen didn't think it was necessary to let a group of rebels know this.

Seeing Wang Shizhen refuse to answer the question, Chen Ke continued, "Senior Wang, you might feel we are chanting high-sounding tunes. But we truly believe that after the Manchu Qing perishes, it is beneficial to China for the Beiyang clique to inherit the Manchu Qing's political legacy. We will support and approve of things beneficial to China. But if Senior Yuan insists on standing with the Manchu Qing, then we will utilize the Manchu Qing's own contradictions and use the dirty means customary in the Manchu Qing court to put Senior Yuan, the most powerful lackey of the Manchu Qing, to death. Losing Senior Yuan, the Beiyang clique as the Manchu Qing's lackey will be a sheet of loose sand and won't constitute a threat to our People's Party."

Seeing Chen Ke finally tough up, Lu Huitian's originally dissatisfied expression finally calmed down. Yan Fu and Shen Zengzhi's expressions were also very calm. Since talking about interests nakedly, there was no need to bring personal feelings into public business.

"Senior Wang, I feel now that Senior Yuan doesn't trust us very much. To increase Senior Yuan's confidence in us, do you think it's better for you to return to Beijing first, or let Senior Duan return to Beijing first? Can you give a suggestion?"

Wang Shizhen never expected Chen Ke to actually ask such a question at the end. He truly felt surprised.
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This was Feng Xu's first time participating in a high-level operation of the People's Party. Prior to this, Feng Xu had only led the compilation of the "Xinhua Dictionary," participated in the planning of the comprehensive education system, and reviewed and proofread various textbooks. He even participated in the People's Party's five-year primary school exams and had already passed the third-grade exam content. What Feng Xu regretted was that no matter how learned he was, he could never get full marks in mathematics. There were always some tricky questions on the test paper, like "a pool being filled with water and drained at the same time." Feng Xu's rational thinking wanted to rebuke such questions that completely did not conform to realistic theories no matter what. As a result, he failed to get full marks.

Although he constantly encountered various strange and weird things in his work and life, generally speaking, Feng Xu was quite satisfied with his current life. Especially after the first edition of the "Xinhua Dictionary" was printed, Feng Xu specially ran to the warehouse to look. Pulling one out at random from the mountain of dictionaries, the first name of the compilers was Feng Xu. Even though this old gentleman known as a Jiangnan talent could be considered "indifferent to fame and wealth," he still felt his eyes heat up and his nose sour slightly. These were tens of thousands of dictionaries. In this era, among all the scholars in China, few people's books could be printed in tens of thousands of copies at one time. While Feng Xu himself was naturally extremely excited, he noticed that Shen Zengzhi, who went with him, also looked filled with deep emotion after seeing his own name.

Because he had to deal with some matters, Feng Xu arrived relatively late. At this time, the initial conflict had already come to an end, and both sides were in a stalemate. Yan Fu signaled Chen Ke and the others with his eyes. Chen Ke, Lu Huitian, Shen Zengzhi, and the other four left first, leaving Yan Fu alone to persuade Wang Shizhen. Feng Xu didn't know what had happened before, so Lu Huitian and Shen Zengzhi retold the matter in detail. Feng Xu shook his head helplessly, "Chairman Chen, you were a bit too bullying."

What Lu Huitian wanted to hear least was this. As soon as Feng Xu's voice fell, Lu Huitian's eyebrows furrowed. On the contrary, Chen Ke asked for advice very seriously, "Please instruct us, Mr. Feng."

"Chairman Chen, everyone says to convince people with reason. The People's Party wouldn't want those who are greedy for life and afraid of death either. Take me for example. If at the time of capture, Chairman Chen asked me, do I want to die or thoroughly submit to the People's Party? Victory and defeat are common things in military affairs, but the commander of three armies can be captured, yet the will of a common man cannot be forced. Although I am afraid of death, I would have had no choice but to stretch out my neck for the execution."

Hearing this, Shen Zengzhi forcibly held back a laugh and turned his face away. Lu Huitian didn't fully understand the meaning, but Chen Ke kept a smiling face and continued to listen to Feng Xu's reasoning.

"As the former Provincial Administration Commissioner of Anhui, I managed Anhui's finance and accounting. The People's Party's ability to govern Anhui is definitely not something I can compare with. After seeing the industrialized financial concepts proposed by the People's Party, if you ask me now if I submit to the People's Party's finance and accounting, I am convinced heart and soul. The People's Party runs education, from promoting the education system, formulating educational content, to compiling the 'Xinhua Dictionary,' I am also convinced by this whole set of theoretical practices. Giving me the opportunity to serve the common people of Anhui, I naturally do not decline to shoulder the responsibility."

Feng Xu spoke sincerely. Chen Ke's expression became respectful, and Lu Huitian also felt it sounded pleasing to the ear.

"However, if you ask me now, saying if I don't want to die I must be docile and obedient, although this old fellow is afraid of death, I can only stretch out my neck for the execution." The implication of accusation in Feng Xu's words was very severe.

Shen Zengzhi couldn't help staring at Feng Xu. The time interval between Feng Xu being captured and coming out to work was very short, so Shen Zengzhi had always been somewhat disdainful. But listening to the meaning in Feng Xu's words now, there was a meaning of absolutely not submitting to violence. Shen Zengzhi didn't know if Feng Xu was posturing or had some deeper thoughts.

Lu Huitian heard Feng Xu speaking back and forth like this, yet always straying thousands of miles from the topic, and he got a bit anxious. "Mr. Feng, you said just now that we were too bullying; what do you mean by that?"

Feng Xu looked solemnly at the somewhat agitated Lu Huitian, and his voice also became somewhat severe. "Yuan Xiangcheng is certainly surrounded by enemies on all sides now, and even faces the peril of death. This statement is definitely not intimidation, but Secretary Lu, you are threatening Yuan Xiangcheng, not sincerely wanting to help Yuan Xiangcheng. Those words Chairman Chen said to Wang Shizhen were also threats. Both of them are famous figures; do you think they haven't encountered life-and-death situations? Are they afraid of death? Not to mention Yuan Xiangcheng holds great power now, is still a Grand Councilor, and the leader of Beiyang. Even if you caught Yuan Xiangcheng now, and you held a knife telling him that if he doesn't submit you'll kill him, do you think Yuan Xiangcheng wouldn't dare to die?"

Almost out of a kind of instinct, hearing these words, the killing intent in Lu Huitian's eyes flourished greatly. Although Lu Huitian didn't make a sound, Feng Xu could tell that if they really encountered the situation Feng Xu hypothesized, Lu Huitian would really cut down Yuan Shikai with one knife. Sighing slightly, Feng Xu looked at Chen Ke.

Chen Ke obviously took Feng Xu's words in. After pondering for a while, Chen Ke had figured out the sequence of events. He looked at Feng Xu with bright eyes. "Thank you for your instruction, Mr. Feng. I indeed acted with undue haste and lost my sense of propriety."

Seeing that Chen Ke had understood the key point, Feng Xu also let down a big stone in his heart. But he was afraid Chen Ke would make mistakes in other places, so he couldn't help saying a few more sentences. "Chairman Chen, young people are naturally prone to be eager for quick success and instant benefits. Thinking back to when I was young, no matter how gentle and respectful I looked on the surface, in my heart I actually absolutely didn't submit to anyone either. Now the People's Party are all young comrades, and you have established such great achievements in just over a year. Being arrogant and impetuous is all too common. If you didn't act like this, you wouldn't be young people instead. But the more peaceful the days, the more one must be cautious and self-disciplined, accumulate more, and form more good karma. With the preparations at this time, when encountering wind and rain in the future, only then can one go all out..."

Watching Chen Ke listening to Feng Xu's speech with heartfelt respect, Shen Zengzhi felt a trace of jealousy suddenly arise in his heart. He originally thought Feng Xu was a bit greedy for life and afraid of death; Feng Xu was captured even later than Shen Zengzhi, yet he joined the ranks of the People's Party earlier than Shen Zengzhi. Hearing Feng Xu talk big about "not fearing life and death" just now, Shen Zengzhi still had mockery in his heart. These teachings Feng Xu gave to Chen Ke, pointing out these key points, Shen Zengzhi had actually discovered long ago. But the difference between the two was that Feng Xu could say it straightforwardly, and his attitude was correct; he indeed had the demeanor of a teacher. On this point, Shen Zengzhi was far from being able to position himself as correctly as Feng Xu.

Shen Zengzhi was now somewhat skeptical about the People's Party's ability. Although he admitted the People's Party had excellence in organizational programs and actual policies, he still couldn't truly believe that these nameless youths could really achieve the great cause of overthrowing the Manchu Qing and establishing a new China. But seeing Feng Xu, who was over sixty, with white hair and beard and a dashing demeanor, educating Chen Ke with the absolute right path before his eyes, and the young Chen Ke who controlled powerful military forces and whose name moved the world completely understanding principles that even these old pedants might not truly understand, listening seriously to Feng Xu's teachings. Such a scene couldn't help but make Shen Zengzhi jealous.

Chen Ke possessed extremely strong ability himself; otherwise, he couldn't have today's achievements. If Chen Ke could continue to learn the right path and grow constantly, I'm afraid the one who would sit on the throne in the future would be Chen Ke. At that time, Feng Xu would be the Emperor's teacher. Thinking of Feng Xu's name being ranked first in the "Xinhua Dictionary" while Shen Zengzhi followed behind, Shen Zengzhi felt a bit unreconciled. But Shen Zengzhi was a great Confucian scholar after all; this bit of stray thought didn't last too long. He quickly focused his attention back on Feng Xu's teachings.

Lu Huitian bore the heavy responsibility of negotiation this time but failed to succeed. Although during the negotiation process, what he said and did were all organizational resolutions. With the People's Party's organizational system, the responsibility for failure couldn't fall on Lu Huitian's head. But these old cadres of the People's Party originally had the characteristics of being proud and radical in character. Especially in the past 1907, after the People's Party officially raised the banner of armed revolution, they were invincible in all military struggles. In civil administration construction and the political field dealing with the Yue Wang Society and the Restoration Society, they really calculated without missing, turning their hands into clouds and turning their hands into rain. Everyone mouthed serious and earnest, seeking truth from facts. In fact, in their hearts, they regarded "the current marquises of ten thousand households as dung." Cixi was nothing more than "the female bandit chieftain of the Manchu Qing bandit gang," and "the Manchu Qing's number one thug and lackey Yuan Shikai"—what was there to be smug about? Yet the first time they used political diplomatic means to deal with Beiyang's Yuan Shikai, they suffered such a defeat. Lu Huitian completely couldn't accept this fact.

Listening to Feng Xu talk big about "morality" and "not fearing death," Lu Huitian felt sick of it in his heart. But Chen Ke listened seriously. Lu Huitian looked down on Yuan Shikai, but he absolutely dared not show the slightest disrespect to Chen Ke. He could only listen with patience.

At this time, Feng Xu had finished speaking these great principles. Chen Ke nodded repeatedly. "Mr. Feng, I don't know if Wang Shizhen can listen to what I say again after I offended him like this?"

Feng Xu smoothed his long beard. "Wang Shizhen is a decisive man. His flying into a rage out of humiliation just now wasn't because he couldn't stand the humiliation. He just felt sorry for Yuan Shikai, letting Yuan Shikai be humiliated for nothing. When talking to him again, treat him with sincerity, and it should be fine."

"Mm." Chen Ke nodded, but turned to ask Lu Huitian, "Secretary Lu, can you record everything said just now?"

The People's Party always had meeting minutes. If a problem needed to be discussed, having records could always reconstruct the scene at that time to the greatest extent and find problems from it. Usually, a meeting recorder would be designated first for meetings. But this happened not to be a formal meeting. Lu Huitian didn't write fast and had never had the honor of serving as a recorder. So he hadn't worked hard in this direction. When Chen Ke asked this, Lu Huitian was stunned.

Lu Huitian had done revolution for two years after all; in his basic literacy, he wouldn't lie about such small matters anymore. He pondered for a moment and replied, " relying on memory to record, I certainly can't do it."

Hearing Lu Huitian say this, Chen Ke turned to look at Shen Zengzhi. "Mr. Shen, I heard you have the talent of photographic memory. Can I ask you to lend a hand in this matter?"

Shen Zengzhi never expected Chen Ke to actually ask him to act as a "clerk." He was surprised in his heart, but he had no reason to refuse. Shen Zengzhi replied, "This old man may not necessarily be able to record it all."

Chen Ke quickly said, "Then please, Mr. Feng, record together. This matter is very meaningful; we have to go back and discuss it well at the meeting."

Shen Zengzhi wasn't very clear about the People's Party's organizational model. He couldn't help asking, "Why bring it to a meeting for discussion?"

"This negotiation with Yuan Xiangcheng, what to say to Yuan Xiangcheng, and what to do, were all discussed at the Party meeting. Now since the situation has changed, we need to record the important parts clearly and discuss and analyze them carefully at the Party meeting. Find our problems, and make a summary of how to handle such things when we encounter them again." Chen Ke explained simply.

"Wasn't the content of the negotiation with Yuan Xiangcheng prepared by aides?" Shen Zengzhi heard the mystery within.

Chen Ke answered crisply, "Our People's Party resolutely opposes any form of aide model. Public business is public business; naturally, everyone discusses it together and then executes it. Finding aides, is that public business or private business? Our People's Party relies on the Party Committee to discuss solutions to problems, and then hands them over to various specific executive departments for execution. Power belongs to the Party Committee; there is no issue of official rank standard."

Hearing this explanation, Shen Zengzhi was quite shocked in his heart. The Manchu Qing stressed "each performing their own functions," but each performing their own functions itself meant officials controlled all power; this was a system responsible to superiors but not subordinates. But from Chen Ke's words, this model of the People's Party was vastly different from the Manchu Qing. Chen Ke, as the Party Chairman, operated this matter personally, yet had to report and summarize to the Party Committee afterward. This meant that in front of the Party Committee, Chen Ke, who specifically executed this matter, was just a "runner doing the work." This was simply unimaginable in the Manchu Qing system.

The so-called "an official a level higher crushes people to death"; Chen Ke possessing the highest status meant Chen Ke himself possessed the highest power of decision, and could be said to "determine the life and death of subordinates with one word." But obviously, in the People's Party's organizational model, Chen Ke did not possess this power.

Shen Zengzhi was an extremely smart person. He had done quite a bit of research on foreign countries and also knew some information about the People's Party's organization. Soon he could roughly imagine what a People's Party meeting looked like: a group of young Party Committee members listening to the report of the specific executor. Regardless of your status, you could speak at the Party Committee meeting. What ultimately decided a matter was not the person with the highest status making the final decision, but everyone voting after discussion. Thinking of this, Shen Zengzhi suddenly had a feeling of sudden enlightenment. "No wonder this group of People's Party youths has absolutely no cognition of the order of senior and junior or the dignity of status." In this system where everyone is equal and calculated by votes, you, an eighty-year-old man, are one vote, and a yellow-mouthed child is also one vote. A man is naturally one vote, and a woman is also one vote. The order of senior and junior, the distinction between men and women, have no meaning in this system at all.

Using great concentration to forcibly hold back from thinking further, Shen Zengzhi nodded. "Since Chairman Chen thinks highly of this old man, this old man will do this task."

"Then many thanks." After Chen Ke finished speaking, he went to another room with Lu Huitian. They had to hurry and discuss how to negotiate with Wang Shizhen in the second round of negotiations.

Shen Zengzhi no longer had the slightest curiosity about Chen Ke's departure. He really couldn't figure out how effective policies could be reached in such a system with no distinction between big and small.

"Brother Shen, what are you thinking about?"

Hearing Feng Xu's question, Shen Zengzhi said subconsciously, "If everyone speaks, isn't that the same as no one speaking?"

"That's not necessarily true. The key depends on what is being discussed. If discussing interests, naturally the more talk, the more chaotic. If discussing how to do things, instead, it pools the wisdom of the masses," Feng Xu replied.

These words gave Shen Zengzhi a feeling of sudden enlightenment. He looked up at Feng Xu. He heard Feng Xu continue, "Just like us discussing how to negotiate with Wang Shizhen this time, how the mistakes were made, why they were wrong, and what is correct to do. This discussion produced a result. If this matter can be accomplished in the end, Chen Wenqing will take all the recorded content back to their Party Committee to discuss with others, and the crowd can continue to check for omissions and fill in the gaps. They can reflect even more on the shortcomings within. They are not only doing work but also learning."

Shen Zengzhi was stunned for a while before replying, "Brother Feng is right."

After saying this, Shen Zengzhi intended not to speak anymore, but eventually couldn't hold back. He sighed, "I've always been strange. I've also seen some people who rebel. Looking at history books, rebels ancient and modern are not much different. They are all a few bandit chieftains, taking advantage of natural disasters or civil uprisings. Even if they can raise their arms and get a response, it's just coercing some common people. Moreover, these bandit chieftains usually have some reputation; it's certainly not to the extent of never having been heard of. But the uprising of the People's Party was actually a sudden emergence of a group of nameless juniors side by side. Looking at their ability to govern the locality now, they should have had some reputation long before the uprising; even being illustrious wouldn't be rare. Looking at it now, these people are actually rebelling while learning. This is truly unheard of."

Feng Xu listened and couldn't help laughing. "That can only mean Yan Jidao taught a good student."

Shen Zengzhi was amused by these words. "That Yan Jidao was the Chief Instructor at the Beiyang Naval Academy; he had even more students. Yet I haven't seen him teach anyone so outstanding. Otherwise..." Speaking of this, he felt that mentioning the failure of the First Sino-Japanese War was speaking ill of people behind their backs, so Shen Zengzhi immediately shut his mouth.

Feng Xu was originally joking too. Hearing Shen Zengzhi misunderstand his meaning slightly, he took over the conversation. "Brother Shen, now you should be able to see that although these young people are quite talented, they are young after all. Letting them do as they please, they will certainly do many outrageous things. The reason I decided to come out and do some things at that time was actually that Yan Jidao begged me to contribute some effort. When these young people act recklessly, someone has to come out and tell them. But looking at it now, although Chen Ke is young and sometimes does things completely unreliably, he is a person willing to listen to correct words and walk the right path. Brother Shen's learning is superior to mine; why not come out and do some things together?"

"With the People's Party's fierce methods against landlords and gentry, I really can't come out to work," Shen Zengzhi sighed.

Feng Xu was also speechless upon hearing this. The People's Party's fierceness towards landlords and gentry, from the logic of the People's Party's survival and development, indeed made sense. And after actual execution, countless common people indeed survived the flood. However, this wasn't the reason Feng Xu was willing to come out and work. Shen Zengzhi was called a great Confucian scholar, and the world praised his outstanding learning. Feng Xu was also called a Jiangnan talent, and his learning wasn't much worse than Shen Zengzhi's.

He refused to come out at first because after understanding the People's Party's cruel suppression of local gentry, Feng Xu believed the People's Party certainly wouldn't last long. Landlords and gentry might not be good people, especially in a relatively poor place like Anhui; landlords and gentry with fortified villages were local bullies. Feng Xu had been an official in Fengyang Prefecture and knew the landlords in the fortified villages very well. But these landlords and bullies could at least maintain order in the locality. If a place had no one to maintain order, it was often worse than when there were landlords and bullies maintaining bad order. On this point, Feng Xu, who had rich experience in local administration, was very clear.

Precisely because he was clear about this, Feng Xu cared extra about the People's Party's aspect of order establishment. After investigation and research, Feng Xu was really shocked. Regarding the level of understanding of order, Feng Xu actually couldn't find anyone in the Manchu Qing court who could compare with them. Before destroying, Chen Ke was already very clear on how to rebuild. Moreover, there was a group of educated youths around Chen Ke. Not only were there these youths, but Chen Ke was also constantly devoted to the education of his People's Party subordinates. In order to get educational manpower, Chen Ke even dared to snatch female students from Anqing to the base area to be teachers.

Under Chen Ke's efforts, the old maintainers of social order were certainly eliminated, but the new maintainers of social order caught up immediately. Although these new people were young and lacked experience, the People's Party, through the model of establishing new systems, didn't rely on outstanding officials to govern the locality, but organized a Party organization model of "learning while working, promoting learning through work, and advancing work through learning." This newborn organization was young and vigorous; although its ability was naturally far from perfect, it was much better than those overthrown landlords and bullies. The situation of "great chaos under heaven" that Feng Xu originally thought would happen simply didn't happen, and very likely wouldn't happen at all.

This was the true reason why Feng Xu was willing to come out and work. As an official and scholar with basic conscience, Feng Xu believed he had an obligation to do something for China. Although it was completely impossible for him to make the Manchu Qing improve in the slightest, facing these youths with infinite possibilities, Feng Xu believed he should shoulder the educational obligation that an elder should shoulder. Of course, the premise was that these young people were willing to learn from Feng Xu.

However, Feng Xu ultimately didn't say so much to Shen Zengzhi. Feng Xu knew very well that a twisted melon isn't sweet. Since Shen Zengzhi couldn't accept the People's Party's policies, Shen Zengzhi naturally couldn't accept the People's Party's concept of "serving the people" even more. If he forcibly dragged Shen Zengzhi out to work, he feared the result would harm Shen Zengzhi instead.

"Brother Shen, let's record the content of this conversation," Feng Xu said.

In the room next to Shen Zengzhi and Feng Xu, Chen Ke and Lu Huitian went through a discussion and finally decided on a new negotiation strategy and way of speaking. Despite this, Lu Huitian was still somewhat dissatisfied. "Chairman Chen, isn't it too showing weakness for us to speak like this?"

"We talked about it just now. We said too much at the beginning and said everything Yuan Shikai should have said. We said what Yuan Shikai should have said, so what is left for Yuan Shikai to say? Didn't he have nothing to say? This isn't showing weakness; this is negotiation," Chen Ke explained.

Lu Huitian still wanted to persuade Chen Ke to change strategy a bit. "Now Yuan Shikai has obvious weaknesses. We don't talk about Yuan Shikai's weaknesses but only talk about our weaknesses. This makes people feel wrong no matter what."

Chen Ke explained, "Yuan Shikai definitely knows his own affairs better than we do. We talk about our own weaknesses to tell Yuan Shikai why we are doing this next. Otherwise, Yuan Shikai won't believe we will really adopt which strategies."

Lu Huitian felt Chen Ke's attitude was a bit outrageous. "We and Yuan Shikai are in a life-and-death struggle between enemy and us. We tell him our weaknesses; isn't this aiding the enemy?"

"Whether we tell Yuan Shikai or not, these weaknesses will exist. It's just that some weaknesses Yuan Shikai will know sooner or later, and some weaknesses Yuan Shikai may not necessarily know. What we are saying are things Yuan Shikai will know sooner or later. This is naturally not aiding the enemy." Chen Ke explained patiently.

Lu Huitian actually knew this too; he just simply didn't want to show weakness to Beiyang. After the second counter-encirclement campaign, the People's Party annihilated Beiyang's most powerful Third Division. The People's Party's attitude towards Beiyang took a 180-degree turn. From fear to complete contempt. The comrades believed that neither Beiyang nor the Manchu Qing could beat us at all. Since they can't beat us, what is there for Beiyang to be smug about? Carrying this arrogance to express "goodwill" to the "defeated opponent" Yuan Shikai, they were actually "refused" by Yuan Shikai. The young Lu Huitian naturally couldn't accept this.

Although there were no other excuses, Lu Huitian still continued to ask, "Chairman Chen, we talk to Wang Shizhen again and again like this. If Wang Shizhen gets annoyed and perfunctory with us, what do we do?"

"Liu Bei visited the thatched cottage three times to invite Zhuge Liang out of the mountains. We certainly don't have Liu Bei's eloquence, and Wang Shizhen has a hostile relationship with us. If it takes only three times to make Wang Shizhen annoyed, that actually shows we are doing not bad, right? Secretary Lu, I think there is one thing that can be certain. No matter how Wang Shizhen opposes the content of what we say, Wang Shizhen doesn't refuse to negotiate with us in his heart. Beiyang has suffered such a big blow now; Wang Shizhen definitely wants to get more intelligence from us. So no matter how we talk, Wang Shizhen may not necessarily get annoyed."

Lu Huitian could no longer find other excuses. He responded, "Hope so."

"Alright, let's check each other to see if our clothes are tidy, cheer up, and continue negotiating!"

The two youths straightened each other's military uniforms, making the cotton-textured uniforms as neat as possible. Then the two strode into the main hall where Wang Shizhen was. Upon entering, they saw Wang Shizhen and Yan Fu saying nothing to each other, just sitting silently on the chairs. However, Chen Ke noticed a detail: the snack plate used to treat guests was placed on the table next to Wang Shizhen, and the snacks had already been finished by Wang Shizhen.

"Admiral Wang, these snacks are all local products of our Anhui and can't compare with Beijing's snacks. We only have this condition; please make do," Chen Ke laughed.

Hearing Chen Ke's form of address finally became reliable, Wang Shizhen hummed but didn't answer.

Chen Ke didn't intend to make Wang Shizhen express thanks either. He was reminding Lu Huitian that Wang Shizhen had eaten and drunk his fill; this was preparation for a long talk. It was just that Chen Ke couldn't ask Lu Huitian openly or secretly if he understood. A person as smart as Wang Shizhen would hear it as soon as he heard it. That would only make Wang Shizhen look down on Chen Ke and Lu Huitian for nothing.

After sitting down, Chen Ke said, "Admiral Wang, just now we said too many threatening words. Thinking about it now, it's actually quite boring. We were also afraid of the Beiyang Army, so we had to say a few more threatening words to embolden ourselves. Please forgive us, Admiral Wang."

Wang Shizhen glanced at Chen Ke and answered slowly, "Wen Qing is too polite. How dare I, a defeated general, speak of bravery."

Lu Huitian couldn't help blinking. The matter really was a bit like what Chen Ke said just now; after the form of address and the angle of speaking changed, Wang Shizhen really spoke more cooperatively.

"Admiral Wang, you also know we are surrounded by enemies on all sides. Guns need to be repaired, and weapons need to be forged. It really won't do without steel."

As soon as Chen Ke's voice fell, Wang Shizhen asked, "Not just weapons, right? I heard the farm tools Wen Qing forged are not bad, and the price sold to the common people isn't high. The common people are grateful."

"Haha," Chen Ke gave two dry laughs. "I originally thought Admiral Wang didn't know, so I thought of muddling through. Since Admiral Wang already knows, then I have nothing to hide. We indeed have to rely on farm tools to buy people's hearts. So the 1.2 million silver dollar ransom we proposed to Mr. Yuan was just an excuse. What we truly want is only Hanyang's steel. As for the other things we said, except for wanting to cooperate with Mr. Yuan being our sincere words, the rest were just posturing."

"Wen Qing is too modest. Actually, regarding the rumor-mongering Wen Qing mentioned, I thought about it carefully just now, and it's not without reason. Wen Qing has such insight at such a young age; rare, rare." Wang Shizhen sneered twice.

"Regarding the Manchu Qing court's affairs, our People's Party is a bystander. The so-called bystander sees clearly. Moreover, you also know I've read some history books. As for what Cixi has done, it's nothing more than a bit of power tactics. History books have long talked about it countless times. And regarding preparations before an emperor's death, history books talk about it even more. Most importantly, we don't need capital to spread rumors. There are already many people in the capital who love to gossip, plus the various guild halls in Beijing; they just love to spread and believe rumors. We make up a few lies and say them, post some notices, and then we don't need to care. Naturally, interested people will help spread them. This kind of thing is easy to do." Chen Ke answered very relaxedly.

Wang Shizhen looked at Chen Ke's face full of simple and honest silly smiles and wished he could extend a few hands from his heart to strangle Chen Ke to death. He was really strange; as the leader of the People's Party commanding tens of thousands of brave and battle-wise troops, how on earth did Chen Ke smile so innocently? And Yan Fu and Lu Huitian beside Chen Ke turned a blind eye to Chen Ke's silly smile; it seemed they were used to it.

Just then, Chen Ke asked, "Admiral Wang, since Admiral Wang knows clearly that we must get Hanyang's steel, what view does Admiral Wang have on this? We hope very much that Admiral Wang can explain this matter clearly to Mr. Yuan, let Mr. Yuan understand our difficulties, and lend a hand."

Hearing Chen Ke speak sincerely, Lu Huitian raised his hand to cover his mouth; otherwise, he felt heaven knew when he would laugh out loud.

Wang Shizhen didn't want to laugh. He pondered for a moment and suddenly asked, "Wen Qing, I want to ask something. Who did you hear about Cen Chunxuan's matter from?"

Although he knew the People's Party certainly had spies in the capital—otherwise those notices couldn't have been posted all over the capital—what Wang Shizhen was truly concerned about was the evaluation of Cen Chunxuan that Lu Huitian mentioned. This evaluation of "hypocrite" was said by Yuan Shikai. Although quite a few people also evaluated Cen Chunxuan this way, Wang Shizhen felt very awkward in his heart.

"Cen Chunxuan knows quite a few people in Japan, and these people know the Tongmenghui. You also know, those people in the Tongmenghui don't have a gate on their mouths. Stuff them a few coins, and they'll do whatever you let them do, say whatever you let them say. We are also a revolutionary party; it's very convenient to inquire about news from them."

Lu Huitian naturally knew this wasn't a fact at all, but seeing Chen Ke casually make up a plausible lie, he couldn't help praising him greatly in his heart.

Wang Shizhen really didn't think this was a lie; he thought the credibility of these words was quite high. Beiyang knew about Cen Chunxuan and Liang Qichao being in cahoots. Liang Qichao was in Japan, and between him and the Tongmenghui, although they said they were fighting, privately the entanglements were definitely deep. Chen Ke's words were by no means empty. However, Wang Shizhen didn't ask more about who specifically revealed the news. Although Chen Ke had a face of innocent silly smiles, Wang Shizhen didn't think Chen Ke would be silly enough to say the real name of the news provider.

"Wen Qing, I heard you say you would release the captured Beiyang soldiers. I wonder if releasing them requires a ransom?" Wang Shizhen asked.

Chen Ke put away his smile. "We brought all these soldiers to Suzhou. There isn't even a minor officer among them. Our People's Party's prisoner policy does not allow looting prisoners' property. Before the battle, the Beiyang Army had already issued enough reward money; they are all not short of money. We will give them some dry rations and prepare to release them all after a collective lecture."

"These are all soldiers? Not a single officer among them?" Wang Shizhen immediately became alert.

"Correct. The officers are all in the POW camp here in Fengtai County."

"What lecture is Wen Qing preparing to give?" Wang Shizhen's voice was rarely a bit trembling.

This time Chen Ke no longer had any fake smile. He said loudly, "Admiral Wang knows about the Hubei New Army persecuting the Hubei New Army captives we released, right? And when we defeated the Hubei New Army greatly this time, it was the time before we fought with our Beiyang Army. We caught quite a few Hubei New Army captives again. They said that among the captives we released last time, quite a few were sent to Beijing. We don't intend to say anything else, just tell the facts to the Beiyang brothers. We treated these captives with good intentions, but we don't want these brothers to suffer again after releasing them."

"You cannot!" Wang Shizhen couldn't help saying. Before his voice fell, Wang Shizhen knew he had leaked the bottom line by doing this. But he had no choice; these words had to be said.

Chen Ke actually knew why Wang Shizhen wanted to stop the People's Party from releasing captives like this. The Beiyang New Army was commonly known as the Beiyang Six Divisions. But there was another saying: "Of the Beiyang Six Divisions, the Third Division is the most capable of fighting." Duan Qirui was called the Tiger of Beiyang, relying on the Third Division with the strongest combat effectiveness, and the Third Division was especially loyal to Yuan Shikai. If Chen Ke released them after intimidating them like this, the soldiers of the Third Division would certainly not dare to return to their unit easily. Then even if the officers of the Beiyang Army Third Division were released, the court couldn't possibly allow this bunch of officers who had been captured to be the backbone to rebuild the Third Division.

The reason Yuan Shikai was anxious to redeem the captured officers was that he wanted these officers to take the released soldiers and return to the unit. With Yuan Shikai coordinating in the middle, plus the unit organization was not chaotic, they only needed to replenish weapons. The Third Division would still exist. If Chen Ke tossed about like this, and the soldiers of the Beiyang Third Division were gone, Yuan Shikai's idea would naturally fall through. The officers and soldiers of the Beiyang Army were all fed full by Yuan Shikai with silver; to build such a new army division again, even Yuan Shikai's financial resources couldn't support it. Yuan Shikai absolutely couldn't accept losing the most loyal and most capable Third Division. This was also why Yuan Shikai didn't refuse to redeem people even though he refused to cooperate with the People's Party.

Moreover, Chen Ke actually had even colder calculations in it. He even prepared to distribute some weapons to the released soldiers of the Beiyang Army on the grounds of "letting brothers protect themselves from being robbed along the way." Chen Ke knew very clearly that once these released Beiyang Army soldiers had weapons in their hands, it would be easier for them to act in groups. And among the soldiers acting in groups, there were no officers at all; naturally, those fellows who were usually brave and fierce would become temporary leaders. Such a large force of several thousand people would divide into several large action organizations. This was enough to make the government offices along the way full of various precautions exceeding the normal range. And the soldiers who were already worried couldn't accept this stimulation.

Then the only certain result would be that with those brave and fierce soldiers acting as temporary leaders, it would inevitably cause the soldiers of the Third Division to loot heavily along the way. With several thousand soldiers looting wantonly, at least before they entered Zhili and approached their hometowns, the places along the way would definitely suffer great crimes. Leaving aside that the soldiers participating in the looting wouldn't dare to return to the unit. Even if the soldiers who didn't participate in the looting returned, they were destined to be "arrested for interrogation." In these years, information was not smooth. Once soldiers were arrested for interrogation, the claim Chen Ke made beforehand that "the court persecutes released New Army soldiers" would naturally be "confirmed." This would be a very fatal blow to the Beiyang Army. Fighting desperately for the court, clearly not having defected to the rebel party but returning from thousands of miles away to rejoin the unit, yet being persecuted. The Beiyang Army was not a Party army but an old army with a mercenary nature. This fact would be a heavy blow to the other units of the Beiyang Six Divisions.

This was the plan Chen Ke had never told the comrades. Chen Ke was very glad now; if he had told the comrades in advance, he was afraid this real threat would have been told to Yuan Shikai.

Wang Shizhen was quite a character too. Since the bottom line was leaked, he no longer hid it. Moreover, Chen Ke's lack of surprise also revealed that Chen Ke had already calculated this matter. Wang Shizhen stared at the calm-looking Chen Ke and said, "It seems Wen Qing is determined to get Hanyang's steel?"

"Correct. I am indeed burning with anxiety," Chen Ke answered sternly.

"Then presumably Wen Qing can also guarantee that the officers and soldiers of the Third Division and the Mixed Thirteenth Brigade will definitely be released together in Suzhou?" Wang Shizhen asked next.

"I am confident I won't let Mr. Yuan and Admiral Wang down," Chen Ke replied.

"Then I can go back and talk to Duke Yuan," Wang Shizhen replied.

"Then I'll trouble Admiral Wang to take the trouble."

Sending Wang Shizhen back to the cell, Lu Huitian couldn't help asking, "Wang Shizhen leaked the bottom line so quickly?"

"Because Wang Shizhen is a person who loves peace," Chen Ke replied.

"Loves peace?" Lu Huitian completely didn't understand what Chen Ke wanted to say.

"Admiral Wang Shizhen of course loves peace," Chen Ke replied. "Seeking peace through compromise results in the death of peace; seeking peace through struggle results in the survival of peace."

After saying this famous saying of Grandpa Mao, Chen Ke added a modified sentence of Mr. Lu Xun, "Abuse and threats are not fighting."
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February 1, 1908, was New Year's Eve. The sound of firecrackers in the capital had not stopped since morning, and the sporadic popping from children playing continued endlessly. Visiting relatives and friends was a major activity during this important festival. For official circles, these visits were even more critical. Paying respects to superiors in the same faction and exchanging gifts with those of shared interests turned normal social interactions into laden gestures within the bureaucracy.

Yuan Shikai had been "ill" these past few days. Although gifts and receptions could be handled by his chief steward, the operations of the Yuan household had not ceased despite his illness. However, "closing the door to guests" on the grounds of illness was itself a rare signal. The official circles immediately reacted. Some said Minister Yuan was disheartened; others said he was starting to bide his time; some even claimed Yuan Shikai was too ashamed to put on airs after the Beiyang Army's defeat. Various plausible and implausible guesses emerged, but none were correct.

Despite learning that the People's Party had released Wang Shizhen, Yuan Shikai dared not fully believe Chen Ke would show such sincerity until Wang Shizhen truly returned to Beijing. Only when he saw Wang Shizhen appear before him with his own eyes did Yuan Shikai relax. A smile inevitably appeared on his face.

Seeing Yuan Shikai's sincere smile, even a man of such self-control as Wang Shizhen felt his eyes moisten. Stepping forward, Wang Shizhen gave Yuan Shikai a solemn military salute. "Yuan Gong, I have failed your expectations."

Yuan Shikai stepped forward and took Wang Shizhen's hand. "Victory and defeat are common in war. It is enough that Pinqing has returned. When you were captured, I was extremely worried, fearing Chen Ke might have laid a vicious hand on you. Pinqing, come, sit down quickly."

Although moved, Wang Shizhen did not indulge in sentimental posturing. As soon as he sat down with Yuan Shikai, he spoke anxiously, "Yuan Gong, if you wish to rebuild the 3rd Division, I fear Chen Ke has already made arrangements against it."

Yuan Shikai had intended to ask about Wang Shizhen's hardships on the road and whether he had suffered in captivity, but hearing this, his face immediately turned serious. "How does Pinqing know this?"

Repeating his conversation with Chen Ke to Yuan Shikai, Wang Shizhen analyzed Chen Ke's arrangements for the Beiyang captives. Wang Shizhen had remained silent throughout his journey back to Beijing, repeatedly turning over the words he had heard, trying to discern the People's Party's true intent. He now had his own ideas. "Yuan Gong, regardless of whether Chen Ke is sincere or fierce, he currently seeks to win over the hearts of the people in Anhui, so he urgently needs steel. He likely knows you wish to rebuild the 3rd Division as soon as possible, so his earlier words were all strictures; the real killer move is how he treats the 3rd Division. He separated the officers and soldiers and provided medical treatment. The goal is to make an issue out of this..."

Check Yuan Shikai nodded slightly as he listened. He indeed wanted to gather the defeated soldiers of the 3rd Division to rebuild it as soon as possible. But the People's Party's actions exceeded his expectations. After capturing nearly ten thousand officers and soldiers of the 3rd Division and the 13th Mixed Brigade, they neither slaughtered nor released them, but temporarily detained them. This completely disrupted Yuan Shikai's initial plan. Hearing Wang Shizhen's reasoning, Yuan Shikai felt relieved; even after capture, Wang Shizhen had not lost his usual calm.

If Chen Ke could hear Wang Shizhen's analysis at this moment, he would find that different perspectives could lead to the same deduction. Chen Ke's policy toward captives was completely plagiarized from Party history. The only difference was that Chen Ke knew he couldn't convert the Beiyang officers and soldiers into "Liberation Warriors" right now, so he naturally treated these Beiyang soldiers as "bombs" to use against the enemy.

Wang Shizhen happened to have the same view. He believed the People's Party separated officers from soldiers to strip the officers of their command and then "confuse the military mind." As a high-ranking Beiyang officer, Wang Shizhen knew his own army well. If thousands of released Beiyang soldiers returned to Beijing without officers leading them, it would be impossible for them not to cause major trouble. If that happened, Yuan Shikai would not only fail to rebuild the 3rd Division but would also lose significant control over the other five Beiyang divisions.

Yuan Shikai rose to power through military merit. Although Wang Shizhen's analysis didn't penetrate the core of the People's Party's operations, it was enough for Yuan Shikai. A major defeat for the Beiyang Army directly shook Yuan Shikai's foundation. The young cadres of the People's Party had a common problem, influenced by Chen Ke's knowledge: everyone couldn't help but want to "take the long view." Chairman Chen was far-sighted and profound, so the comrades naturally felt they had to consider problems from a "grand perspective." Therefore, the People's Party generally believed the overall political danger was the greatest threat facing Yuan Shikai. But Yuan Shikai truly didn't think so. When the "pillar" supporting him—the Beiyang Army—suffered a heavy blow, the first thing Yuan Shikai had to accomplish was to stabilize the Beiyang Army.

As for Cixi's life or death, or the threats from the Emperor's Party and the Empress's Party, those were surely important. But the Qing Court was not the People's Party, doing things with wind and fire. To topple a Grand Councilor required the support of many people and a long period of maneuvering. But if the Beiyang Army became alienated from Yuan Shikai, his destruction would be immediate.

"Pinqing, so now we just let Chen Ke extort us for a bit?" Yuan Shikai asked. Although extremely unwilling in his heart, Yuan Shikai remained unagitated. Being able to bend and stretch was one of the most important qualities of a power holder.

"Yuan Gong, since Chen Ke is bent on seizing the Hanyang Iron Works, we might as well let him dream for a few days. However, I see Chen Ke is not entirely a delusional man. At least tens of thousands of tons of steel must be let go to him," Wang Shizhen gave an accurate answer.

At this point, Yuan Shikai had no other method. Since Chen Ke wanted to use farm tools to buy over the people, and spring plowing was imminent, Yuan Shikai could imagine his urgency. If Chen Ke felt he couldn't get what he wanted and turned his anger into a direct attack on Yuan Shikai, Yuan Shikai would indeed face great trouble.

Finally, Yuan Shikai and Wang Shizhen set the Beiyang bottom line: they could provide a portion of steel to Chen Ke as quickly as possible. And in the long run, they would stall Chen Ke regarding the Hanyang Iron Works. But the captured Beiyang officers of the 3rd Division must quickly return to their captive units and leave the People's Party's control in a "dignified manner" as soon as possible.

"Pinqing, between Yan Fu and Chen Ke, who actually holds power?" Yuan Shikai asked a seemingly unrelated question.

Wang Shizhen knew this meant Yuan Shikai was preparing to resolve himself to cooperate with Chen Ke. The real meaning was whether Chen Ke was reliable. If the true wielder of the People's Party was Yan Fu, Yuan Shikai could have enough trust in him. Whether in terms of integrity or ability to execute agreements, even if Yan Fu was an enemy, he could largely be trusted.

"Yuan Gong, the leader of the People's Party is indeed Chen Ke. Yan Fu currently only manages the navy and the Ministry of Education," Wang Shizhen gave a clear answer.

Hearing this, Yuan Shikai sighed slightly. He still had a great distrust of Chen Ke's credibility. Yuan Shikai had seen too many villains who got lucky; they would always maximize the use of the "chips" in their hands. Breaking agreements and eating their words were common meals for such people. They had insatiable appetites. Chen Ke was very likely such a person. even if Chen Ke wasn't, he was still a young man. Young people were eager for quick success and profit, and when facing a favorable situation, they would always do something outrageous.

But Yuan Shikai didn't ask "Is Chen Ke reliable?" Whether Chen Ke was reliable or not, the one ultimately deciding to trade with him was Yuan Shikai. If something went wrong, Yuan Shikai had to be responsible for his own decision. After a long silence, Yuan Shikai finally said, "I'll trust Chen Ke this once."

Having made the decision, a negotiator had to be selected. Yuan Shikai felt the current person suitable to negotiate with Chen Ke was Wang Shizhen, but having just escaped the tiger's mouth, it wasn't appropriate to send him back. Just as he was wondering how to raise this with Wang Shizhen, Wang Shizhen spoke up clearly, "Yuan Gong, please let me return to Anhui to negotiate with Chen Ke. Firstly, Chen Ke trusts me somewhat; secondly, after the deal is done, I can organize the troops on the spot and leave Anhui as quickly as possible."

Suppressing his happiness, Yuan Shikai said, "Pinqing, you have worked hard."

After the general framework was determined, the two hammered out some details. Only then did Yuan Shikai ask Wang Shizhen how exactly the defeat happened. As Wang Shizhen detailed the process of the battle with the People's Party, Yuan Shikai's expression changed. Rebel armies were usually rabble, only capable of fighting with the wind at their backs; encountering government troops with strong firepower like the Beiyang Army, they would collapse at the first touch, unable to fight a protracted war.

The People's Party troops could not only hold their own against the Beiyang Army but could also wipe out three thousand Beiyang elites in one fell swoop after a long march. Such combat effectiveness was already above the Beiyang Army. Not to mention, the People's Party had Yan Fu, a naval commander. Wang Shizhen still had lingering fears about the fierce bombardment from the People's Party's river fleet. That the Beiyang Army collapsed so quickly was largely due to the shelling completely disrupting their order. The People's Party's rich experience in siege warfare had been fully utilized.

Frowning, Yuan Shikai remained silent for a long time. The Beiyang Army hadn't been ambushed due to rash advancement, but had been thoroughly crushed in a series of high-level battles. Both Yuan Shikai and Wang Shizhen were veterans; the battles fought by the People's Party required high-level command ability and a strong grasp of the entire battlefield. From Beiyang's experience, without a large group of extremely capable commanders, even if Chen Ke were Zhuge Liang reborn, he couldn't fight these battles alone.

This led to another question: where did these high-level commanders pop out from? Yuan Shikai absolutely did not believe the People's Party was supported by captured personnel from the Anhui New Army. Yuan Shikai knew the capabilities of the Anhui New Army; if they had such ability, it would have been impossible for Chen Ke to travel a thousand miles and break Anqing City overnight, wiping out the Anhui New Army.

Thinking of this, Yuan Shikai spoke slowly, "Pinqing, you stay in Xuzhou. No matter what, you must find out exactly what kind of people are under Chen Ke. Looking at it now, Chen Ke is definitely not alone; he must have a large group of people under him."

"Yes." Wang Shizhen thought exactly the same as Yuan Shikai. He had discussed the war with Duan Qirui many times. Although lacking materials on the People's Party, the Beiyang Army was commanded by the two of them. After repeated deductions, they reached a depressing result: once Wang Shizhen brought his troops to merge with Duan Qirui, defeat was only a matter of time. The two couldn't find any possibility of defeating the People's Party. Especially when Wang Shizhen proposed simulating the People's Party's side in a wargame, he found that even if he acted as Chief of Staff, he couldn't command with the People's Party's combat characteristics. that mercury-spilling-on-the-ground fluidity, that tit-for-tat combat when facing strong enemies, and the decisiveness to fight or leave at will. It was definitely not something government troops who had only carried guns for a year could command.

Wang Shizhen never guessed blindly, so he wanted to figure out who his opponent was even more than Yuan Shikai did.

However, these matters of war could be discussed later. Since the basic content was agreed upon, Wang Shizhen set off back to Anhui. Normally, the People's Party detaining nearly ten thousand soldiers of the Beiyang and Jiangbei New Armies would consume a lot of grain daily. This was a heavy burden for the People's Party. Yuan Shikai and Wang Shizhen actually hoped to drain the People's Party this way. But now, what Beiyang feared most was the People's Party releasing these soldiers, so the People's Party's pressure became something extremely terrifying instead.

Yuan Shikai immediately invited Sheng Xuanhuai. Due to the financial issues of the Hanyang Iron Works, starting from 1906, Sheng Xuanhuai had largely taken over its finances. If Chen Ke insisted on getting some steel first, Sheng Xuanhuai was sufficient to operate this. Sheng Xuanhuai had arrived in Beijing. Despite having many conflicts with Yuan Shikai, Sheng Xuanhuai knew this was not the time to kick someone when they were down. Regarding Yuan Shikai redeeming the Beiyang Army, Sheng Xuanhuai's view was identical to Yuan Shikai's: it must be completed as soon as possible. Sheng Xuanhuai didn't take the opportunity to ask for a price, and Yuan Shikai didn't mention it either. For figures of their level, some things were best left unspoken. Sooner or later, Yuan Shikai and Sheng Xuanhuai would cross paths again, and at that time, Yuan Shikai would certainly repay the loss Sheng Xuanhuai suffered this time. This was the most basic rule.

When Wang Shizhen rushed back to Fengtai County, it was already the third day of the first lunar month. Fengtai County was truly bustling with a festive atmosphere; the streets and alleys were full of people, turning the entire county town into a huge market. Wang Shizhen had no mood to care about this. Chen Ke was already waiting, and a new round of negotiations began immediately. Feng Xu and Shen Zengzhi were absent; Chen Ke, Yan Fu, and Lu Huitian represented the People's Party in talks with the Beiyang plenipotentiary representative, Wang Shizhen.

Regarding the immediate release of captured personnel, Chen Ke agreed. Contrary to Wang Shizhen's expectations, Chen Ke sincerely suggested, "Commander Wang, if you leave with the Beiyang Army, I'm a bit worried there will be chaos when you reach Xuzhou. I feel we might as well divide into two parts. The officers and soldiers of the Jiangbei New Army can return to Xuzhou with Commander Wang first. Once things on the road are prepared, you can then verify and receive the Beiyang Army brothers heading north."

Even knowing Chen Ke's method of releasing in batches was to ensure the Beiyang side wouldn't immediately renege on the deal, Wang Shizhen wasn't angry. Since he hadn't expected the People's Party to be so reasonable beforehand, Wang Shizhen hadn't thought the People's Party would release the Jiangbei New Army first. It wasn't impossible for Wang Shizhen to go as an advance party, but after all, he was a defeated general. Once he went back to formally take charge of the Jiangbei Commander's affairs, putting aside other things, he would first have to submit a memorial awaiting punishment. He wouldn't be able to handle other matters so easily. Pondering for a moment, Wang Shizhen nodded, "That is fine as well. But I fear I cannot wait too long in Xuzhou."

"That is not a problem. As long as Commander Wang can stabilize the local order in Xuzhou so that the Beiyang Army brothers won't disturb the locality when they pass through, it will be fine," Chen Ke replied.

"Wenqing, you are being too generous," Wang Shizhen began to ask about Chen Ke's intentions.

Sure enough, as Wang Shizhen thought, Chen Ke's demands were straightforward. Before the Beiyang Army moved out, the inventory of the Hanyang Iron Works had to be allowed to be taken away by the People's Party. And the steel produced afterward had to be sent to Anhui.

"Agreed." These requests did not exceed Wang Shizhen's bottom line for negotiation.

After the preliminary agreement was reached, Wang Shizhen immediately asked Chen Ke to send ships to the Hanyang Iron Works to pick up the steel now; Sheng Xuanhuai had already settled matters there. Chen Ke agreed on the spot.

This time, Wang Shizhen came as a negotiating representative, and Chen Ke arranged for him to live in the city. But Wang Shizhen requested to go back and stay in prison with Duan Qirui. Chen Ke didn't try to persuade him otherwise; since Wang Shizhen had things to say to Duan Qirui, Chen Ke didn't want to play tricks on such small matters.

Waiting was anxiety-inducing, and Chen Ke didn't invite Wang Shizhen out. Wang Shizhen had already prepared to stay in prison for a month. Unexpectedly, in less than seven days, Chen Ke invited Wang Shizhen out. "Commander Wang, you can begin withdrawing the troops."

"You've already received the steel?" Wang Shizhen was truly surprised, but this was the only reason Chen Ke would agree.

"Got a portion," Chen Ke smiled. "Now, please, Commander Wang, go to Suzhou and take the Jiangbei New Army brothers away. You have so many people eating and drinking every day; if Commander Wang can take the brothers back to Xuzhou a day earlier, we can save ourselves a bit more here."

The withdrawal action began from Suzhou. Returning to Suzhou, Wang Shizhen was truly filled with emotion. When he led troops south from here, he never expected a defeat unlike anything he had ever seen awaiting him. Even more unexpected was that the war would end in such a strange mode.

When the captured officers and soldiers lined up, Wang Shizhen was even more surprised. He had thought only high-ranking officers like himself would receive preferential treatment, while ordinary officers might get a bite to eat. As for the soldiers, naturally, it was fine as long as they didn't starve to death, or even if they did, it didn't matter. And now it was winter, the troops had no winter uniforms. God knows what the Jiangbei New Army subordinates would look like under freezing and starvation.

But seeing the Jiangbei New Army formation with his own eyes, Wang Shizhen knew he was truly wrong. Although one couldn't say they were radiant and in high spirits, the Jiangbei New Army didn't look skeletal or haggard. What surprised Wang Shizhen most was that many New Army soldiers had white gauze wrapped around their heads or bodies; clearly, they had been wounded, but it looked like the injuries were healing. Many New Army officers and soldiers also had burn scars left on their heads and faces. These were the permanent traces left on them by this campaign. Moreover, although this army was a captured defeated army, looking closely, the Jiangbei New Army soldiers had various patches on their clothes, and the washed uniforms could even be called clean. No need to think much, this was definitely taken care of by the People's Party.

Wang Shizhen initially didn't believe the "captive policy" stated by the People's Party, but seeing the facts with his own eyes, he had to believe it. Chen Ke was definitely not a person with the benevolence of a woman; Wang Shizhen firmly believed this. But with these living examples before him, Wang Shizhen couldn't figure out what exactly Chen Ke wanted to get from the defeated soldiers. If it was steel, Chen Ke just needed to treat the Beiyang Army soldiers well. However, this wasn't the time to think in detail. Wang Shizhen had the officers organize the troops, while he himself talked with Pu Guanshui, who had accompanied him, about when he could lead the troops away.

"Commander Wang, to prevent the brothers from being unprepared if they encounter danger on the road, we are gifting you three hundred rifles and ten thousand rounds of ammunition," Pu Guanshui said.

"What?" Wang Shizhen was truly surprised. Wang Shizhen had absolutely no goodwill toward Pu Guanshui, this Beiyang traitor. But he didn't have much malice either. The success Pu Guanshui had achieved now was something Beiyang couldn't give him no matter what. But hearing Pu Guanshui say he would give three hundred rifles for self-defense, Wang Shizhen suspected this Beiyang traitor was making a friendly gesture privately.

"Does Chen Wenqing know about this?" Wang Shizhen asked. Chen Ke hadn't told Wang Shizhen this beforehand.

Pu Guanshui smiled, "This is Chairman Chen's arrangement. However, he felt letting Commander Wang have a bit of surprise might be a good thing."

Although he didn't know what exactly Chen Ke wanted to do, these three hundred rifles were very important to Wang Shizhen. To command the troops now, he could only rely on his official position as Jiangbei Commander. But since everyone in the Jiangbei New Army knew Wang Shizhen was also a captive, the prestige brought by this position was greatly discounted. But with these three hundred rifles, Wang Shizhen had confidence. He also had enough ability to suppress his subordinates.

After a moment of silence, Wang Shizhen replied, "Please tell Chen Ke, I accept his kindness."

There were several phalanxes in the send-off team, mostly People's Party troops. As a defeated army, the Jiangbei New Army absolutely had no goodwill toward the People's Party troops. But when passing a group of People's Party medical corps wearing white coats, many Jiangbei New Army officers and soldiers revealed grateful expressions. Because there were officers in the ranks, they dared not say anything. But when the doctors and nurses of the medical corps waved goodbye to them, many injured officers and soldiers actually waved back. They knew their lives had been saved by these People's Party medics wearing strange white clothes. If not for them, the wounded soldiers would absolutely not have survived in the autumn rain and the subsequent winter. The wounded soldiers received better care, their conditions perhaps even better than the uninjured New Army soldiers. As enemies, it was duty to kill each other on the battlefield. There was nothing to say about that. But as captives, they were treated, treated completely as human beings, not consumed as expendable items in the army. The Jiangbei New Army never expected to be treated like this. The gratitude was indeed sincere.

Wang Shizhen was on horseback; from his high vantage point, he took all this in. Although he didn't know the full mind of the People's Party, Wang Shizhen could guarantee that if these people had to fight the People's Party again next time, they probably wouldn't fight to the death first. If surrounded and without a chance, if the People's Party asked these New Army soldiers to surrender, they would immediately surrender.

"Chen Ke is truly greatly treacherous and evil," Wang Shizhen couldn't help but think. A person who could perform such acts of great mercy and compassion must be a hero. Since ancient times, heroes have not been kind; Chen Ke's deep planning and foresight even left Wang Shizhen unable to think of a counter-strategy. The People's Party was brave and skillful in battle; if they were just press-ganged men, they would crumple before the People's Party. But if he were to train another Jiangbei New Army, Wang Shizhen couldn't scrape together that much silver even if he smashed his pots and sold the iron. The only thing he could rely on was this captured New Army. And through the captive policy, Chen Ke not only effectively dissolved the hatred of the New Army but also made this New Army far easier to surrender than before. If Wang Shizhen led troops to fight again, he feared he would lose even more miserably than this time.

Wang Shizhen didn't want to watch anymore. He spurred his horse toward Xuzhou. This territory of the People's Party had given Wang Shizhen defeats and blows he had never encountered in his life; he didn't want to stay here a moment longer.
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Chapter 7: The Guangfu Society Strikes (1)

The Guangfu Society (Restoration Society) was quite concerned about the movements of the People's Party. Although the Guangfu Society didn't have its own secret service intelligence agency, it still collected intelligence as much as possible every day. On the tenth day of the first lunar month, news reached Hangzhou about the movement of a large number of ships in Anqing during the Spring Festival, which really made the cadres of the Guangfu Society feel nervous. currently in the middle reaches of the Yangtze River, only the People's Party had the ability to mobilize a large-scale fleet. The news said there were quite a few steamships in this fleet, which made the Guangfu Society even more certain that this was the People's Party's fleet.

Many Guangfu Society cadres suspected that the People's Party was preparing to go down the river to continue expanding its territory, but the news stated that this fleet only stayed in Anqing for a while, and a large part of the ships entered Chao Lake along the river. That should be going to Fengtai County via water routes. What puzzled the Guangfu Society cadres most was that this fleet actually came from Wuhan, yet no fighting occurred in the Wuhan area. It was said that the market was calm and people's lives were not disturbed in the slightest.

The Guangfu Society had a certain influence in the three towns of Wuhan. They all knew that Wuhan was now in a state of constant panic, and Governor of Huguang Zhao Erxun was most worried that the People's Party would forcibly seize Wuhan while the Hubei New Army's strength was insufficient. Yet such a huge fleet did not trigger war and panic; it was truly puzzling.

By the fifteenth of the first lunar month, more accurate news arrived. This fleet had moved a lot of steel from the Hanyang Iron and Steel Works, and although no fleet of such scale went to Hanyang afterward, small-scale fleets ran back and forth, continuously transporting steel.

The Guangfu Society cadres exploded after confirming this news was true. Regardless of their perception of the People's Party, everyone in the Guangfu Society believed the People's Party was resolutely anti-Qing. Facts also proved that the People's Party had adopted a policy of firm military struggle against the Manchu Qing. The People's Party, which had been beating the Manchu Qing violently for a year, not only didn't attack Wuhan with arms this time but moved a lot of steel like bandits instead, obviously starting to enjoy the dividends of war. As the saying goes, "If you take from others, your hand is short; if you eat from others, your mouth is soft." The People's Party transported supplies peacefully, making it clear they had reached some agreement with the Manchu Qing, or at least with the Wuhan side.

Indignant emotions spread at the Guangfu Society meeting. Tao Chengzhang's purpose in convening the meeting was not to discuss the People's Party, but ever since the fact of the People's Party moving supplies was recounted at the beginning of the meeting, abuse against the People's Party occupied the vast majority of the content in the following hour or so. There were many Jiangsu and Zhejiang dialects, and various accents and local terms differed quite a bit, but Tao Chengzhang had traveled all over Jiangsu and Zhejiang, so he could understand everyone's words. The words in the venue, which buzzed like a big beehive, made Tao Chengzhang feel a bit dizzy. The only thing certain was that everyone's abuse could be summarized in three words: "Envy, Jealousy, Hate."

Just as Tao Chengzhang was considering how to calm this indignation, the indignant emotions automatically slid towards some unified understanding. "If we conquer Nanjing, we'll have whatever we want too!"

"Right, the People's Party conquered many big cities, that's how they can have whatever they want. Didn't we conquer Hangzhou, and the surrounding places followed in being recovered? If we conquer Nanjing, let alone Jiangsu, even Shanghai could be easily recovered."

"Correct, let's attack Nanjing now. Nanjing has plenty of good things, and an arsenal too. At that time, our weapons and ammunition will absolutely not be worse than the People's Party."

Tao Chengzhang originally wanted to discuss attacking Nanjing. He didn't expect the People's Party's success to actually greatly promote the Guangfu Society's consensus on attacking Nanjing.

Xu Xilin was usually quite impassioned, but ever since he returned to Hangzhou after inspecting the People's Party base area, he had become somewhat depressed. On his usually shrewd and capable face, his brows always furrowed inadvertently. Some people thought Xu Xilin was worried about Qiu Jin, who was injured in the Hangzhou campaign, and those Restoration Army soldiers of the Dare-to-Die Corps. After all, these people all came from the Guangfu Society's initial military school, the "Datong School," and Xu Xilin was the founder of the Datong School. Many of these people had a very close relationship with Xu Xilin.

Some more mature people thought Xu Xilin was worried about the battle to attack Nanjing. The battle to attack Nanjing itself wouldn't be easy. Leaving aside the disparity in numbers between the Guangfu Society and the Nanjing garrison, the gap in weapons between the two sides was even larger. Most of these more mature people were old cadres of the Guangfu Society; they had experienced more things. Unlike those new participants who felt the Restoration Army had the power to fight the New Army just because they got rifles and saw artillery, these cadres had a level of understanding that "training is needed for weapon use." Getting weapons didn't equate to gaining combat effectiveness. Battles of blood and fire gave these people a more advanced cognition.

These guesses could only be said to have guessed a small part correctly. Xu Xilin himself didn't fully understand his own troubles, and this was where Xu Xilin was most troubled. Among the cadres of the Guangfu Society, Xu Xilin was an extremely distinctive one. If Cai Yuanpei was number one in learning within the Guangfu Society, and Tao Chengzhang was number one in action, then Xu Xilin was undoubtedly the extremely rare number one "administrative talent." The reason he didn't devote himself to pursuing official rank was that Xu Xilin believed working for the Manchu Qing was absolutely unacceptable. But Xu Xilin's capability was beyond doubt. When he was with En Ming, Xu Xilin won En Ming's appreciation with extremely flexible political skills and outstanding handling ability, becoming the main person in charge of a series of newly run schools in Anhui. Because of jealousy, surrounding "colleagues" gave Xu Xilin a nickname, "Xu Xiaodao" (Xu the Driller). The general meaning was that Xu Xilin was good at social climbing. However, En Ming accepting Xu Xilin as a disciple was really not just because Xu Xilin had social climbing ability; being a solid "administrative talent" was the fundamental reason Xu Xilin could be put in an important position.

After experiencing a series of battles, liaisons, training, and uprisings, Xu Xilin found his feelings towards the Guangfu Society becoming increasingly complex. The young comrades' enthusiasm to overthrow the Manchu Qing was real, but the disorder, or rather the ridiculousness, of the young comrades' handling of affairs was equally real. The experience with En Ming made Xu Xilin realize just how large the investment needed to manipulate relatively large projects was. The inspection at the People's Party made Xu Xilin see even more what "governing the world" meant.

Whether military administration or civil administration, what was needed was precisely not impulsive revolutionary enthusiasm, but ruthless order. Even if ruthless wasn't needed, it had to be meticulous and rigorous. As for why it had to be done this way, Xu Xilin actually hadn't fully figured it out either. Xu Xilin's experience was not yet enough to raise his revolutionary theoretical knowledge to the level of thinking about problems systematically, and his revolutionary consciousness hadn't been able to go "from spontaneous to self-conscious." Despite this, this "number one administrative talent" in the Guangfu Society still felt uncomfortable all over. His train of thought jumped east and west, his attention couldn't concentrate, and the things he saw before his eyes always made him involuntarily give birth to many associations. One moment he thought of the shrinking so-called inspection at the People's Party base area, and the next he thought of the days being an official in Anhui.

"Comrades, who among you is willing to take the lead?" Tao Chengzhang didn't want to waste this morale that had risen spontaneously with great difficulty. He asked loudly.

"We comrades from Jinhua dare to take the lead!" Someone immediately shouted in response.

"Good! Any comrade who dares to take the lead will be given a settling-in allowance first, and will definitely be heavily rewarded after conquering Nanjing." Tao Chengzhang immediately gave monetary stimulation.

Hearing Tao Chengzhang, who could make decisions, say this, Guangfu Society comrades from other places immediately got excited.

"We from Yiwu absolutely dare not fall behind others."

"We comrades from Wenzhou are willing to send a Dare-to-Die Corps!"

Watching the increasingly swelling passion of the Guangfu Society comrades to attack Nanjing, Xu Xilin felt an indescribable discomfort. Even now, Xu Xilin still hadn't found a reason why they had to attack Nanjing. In the news coming from Nanjing, a panic-stricken atmosphere pervaded the Jiangnan New Army and Nanjing city. They absolutely couldn't attack actively in the short term, and the Guangfu Society was unlikely to be attacked from Nanjing in the coming months. Why not use the precious time to rectify the order in the areas currently recovered? Thoroughly eradicate the remnant forces of the Manchu Qing and unite the gentry class. In fact, Xu Xilin had already sent his trusted aides to start doing some liaison work. The results were quite good; at least the enlightened gentry who were relatively supportive of the Guangfu Society before expressed considerable interest in "convening a Zhejiang regional assembly."

And there was another even more important matter, which was that the Guangfu Society had occupied most prefectures and counties in Zhejiang and controlled quite a number of money and grain warehouses. How to effectively utilize this money and grain, especially avoiding this money and grain being embezzled, was the thing Xu Xilin cared about most. Tao Chengzhang sent reliable old cadres of the Guangfu Society to take over these money and grain warehouses, but the results sent back were not optimistic. In some places, the money and grain warehouses had already been embezzled for private use by a large portion. And exactly who embezzled it, there was no definite news even now. Even more serious was that the "Guangfu Society" in some places simply refused to cooperate with the people sent by Tao Chengzhang. Although everyone was a member of the Guangfu Society, and those local Guangfu Societies also admitted that Tao Chengzhang and these people were the leaders of the Guangfu Society, facing the reality of controlling "money and grain," the local Guangfu Societies didn't care much about wrestling with Guangfu Society leaders like Tao Chengzhang.

Tao Chengzhang originally also thought they needed to hurry up and rectify the gentry in Zhejiang and unite various forces. But because of the problem with the money and grain warehouses, he had to send all the capable cadres to the localities first, and the original plan to integrate Zhejiang was thoroughly stranded. Moreover, in the Hangzhou campaign, most of the Guangfu Society's backbone threw themselves into the war, and casualties were quite heavy. This was undoubtedly adding frost to snow for solving internal problems.

Even so, Tao Chengzhang still insisted on conquering Nanjing, and Xu Xilin couldn't dissuade him no matter what. Tao Chengzhang's opinion was simple: without conquering Nanjing, it wasn't enough to grasp huge economic benefits. Even the current fiscal revenue of Zhejiang Province was not as much as Nanjing alone. As long as they occupied Nanjing, the Guangfu Society could use Nanjing as a base to build a strong army. Then turn back to tidy up Zhejiang.

Xu Xilin felt this reason seemed reasonable but couldn't stand scrutiny at all. If occupying big cities could achieve such an effect, then Fengtai County where the People's Party started was a truly poor place. And after occupying Anqing, why did the People's Party view it as a hot potato and hurriedly throw it to the Yue Wang Society? After the Yue Wang Society, as the local snake of Anqing, occupied Anqing, didn't it still collapse within a few months? Except for over a hundred die-hards who were forced to leave their homes and run to Hunan, the Yue Wang Society that once claimed a hundred thousand members could be said to be no more. Saying the "lesson from the overturned cart ahead" was not far, could it be that this lesson was only "resolutely not getting involved with the People's Party"? If they had such backbone, why did the Guangfu Society beg the People's Party bitterly to dispatch a medical team? Xu Xilin simply couldn't see what the difference was between the Guangfu Society's current actions and the Yue Wang Society.

However, such words couldn't be said so bluntly.

A big reason why these Guangfu Society comrades from various places gathered in Hangzhou had such passion now was that they didn't get benefits from the local regimes in various places after the political power fell into the hands of the "Guangfu Society" in Zhejiang, or the local benefits were limited and not enough to satisfy these comrades. They gathered in Hangzhou in small or large groups under Tao Chengzhang's call. These days, Tao Chengzhang encouraged everyone's morale with the wonderful situation after conquering Nanjing. Plus the stimulation from the People's Party today, these comrades' will to fight surged. If Xu Xilin said discouraging words now, it would really be extremely inappropriate.

Not only could he not say discouraging words, but Xu Xilin had to stand up and say some words to encourage morale against his will to everyone. For Xu Xilin, this "hypocrisy" was just a basic skill; when he was under En Ming, his performance was even more flexible than now. Tao Chengzhang encouraged the Guangfu Society comrades on one side while staring at Xu Xilin with a slightly blaming look. Xu Xilin immediately cheered up and spoke words contrary to his heart even more devotedly.

Since it was decided to attack Nanjing, the attack route had to be arranged. There were quite a few merchant corps in Zhejiang, and the number of merchant corps possessing armed forces or hiring armed forces was quite large. Among the armed forces gathered under the Guangfu Society banner this time, some were dispatched by merchant corps, and some were independent armed forces wanting to come and make a profit.

Tao Chengzhang said loudly, "Comrades, to attack Jinling this time, let me say it beforehand. Jinling is a key place; there are quite a few who established capitals and founded states here. Not to mention far away, the Taiping Heavenly Kingdom occupied Jinling and established a state. In our attack on Jinling this time, we still need everyone to do their best and not fear sacrifice. I, your brother, will say it again: after success, perhaps because of necessity, a president will be temporarily established, publicly elected by everyone, for a term of five years or eight years. Although the time limit is not fixed, it cannot be passed down to sons and grandsons. Or use a civic polity, or even determine it as anarchy with no president—it is unknown. However, we must look at the level of our nationals at that time. But no matter what, the imperial throne can never be occupied forever. You who have great ability come out and do things for everyone, and the rest of the common people will absolutely not be like today, suffering to the extreme, poor to the extreme, while those who are emperors and high officials are still happy to twelve thousand degrees. At that time, there will be no land [ownership?], no big rich people, no bitter common people, taxes will be light, likin taxes and customs will all be abolished, soldiers will be fewer. From then on everyone will have food to eat, not worry about cold, and thus can be peaceful and never need to rebel or revolutionize forever. This is the long life of our Chinese nationals."

This was the viewpoint on the political system in Tao Chengzhang's "Statutes of the Longhua Society." Tao Chengzhang spread this text everywhere, and it had great influence in Jiangsu and Zhejiang. Many local forces were willing to defect to the Guangfu Society precisely because they agreed with this organizational concept of the new government. Most of the crowd had been bullied by local government offices. Although they were bent on revenge, they were deeply afraid of the Manchu Qing coming to suppress them. So quite a few comrades responded to the call and came to gather to attack Jinling together. Now hearing Tao Chengzhang reiterate the Guangfu Society's purpose in public, everyone knew Tao Chengzhang would absolutely not break his promise. Thinking that once they could conquer Nanjing, they could not only make a big fortune but also return home to become local leaders. It was a good thing for both the country and the individual, so they clamored together.

"Conquer Jinling City, establish a New Republic!" Someone shouted. This was actually shouted by someone Tao Chengzhang instructed beforehand at this moment.

Hearing this slogan, everyone felt it fit their intentions perfectly. Quite a few people couldn't wait to shout along.

"Conquer Jinling City, establish a New Republic!"

"Conquer Jinling City, establish a New Republic!"

For a time, the sound of slogans shook the sky. Comrades waved their fists or vigorously waved whatever they could wave in their hands. Some young and aggressive ones simply stood on the stools, shouting loudly from a high position. Soon their faces turned red and their necks thick. In such an atmosphere, the comrades' mass emotions quickly reached a level near madness.

The military operation to dispatch troops to Jinling was officially determined.
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Chapter 8: The Guangfu Society Strikes (2)

On the eve of the great battle, even the Guangfu Society had quite a few meetings. Since being injured in the attack on Hangzhou, this was the first time Qiu Jin attended a Guangfu Society operational meeting. The wound sutured after the military doctor's surgery was no longer in severe pain; replacing it was an occasional stinging pain plus a numbing and itching sensation. The military doctor said this was the feeling of healing. Qiu Jin was impatient; since the wound had started to heal completely, she actively requested to come out and work. Tao Chengzhang and Xu Xilin naturally disagreed. After much persuasion, Qiu Jin finally managed to attend the meeting.

Time was tight now, and there was no time to say much more. Tao Chengzhang just introduced everyone to each other briefly and immediately convened the operational meeting. Unlike the last operation to attack Hangzhou, Qiu Jin didn't know half of the members attending the meeting. Hearing their titles like Chief of Staff, Intelligence Bureau, etc., Qiu Jin assumed the Guangfu Society must have established a General Staff Department, Intelligence Department, Logistics Department, and other departments. The People's Party also had similar institutions. Chen Ke had once told Qiu Jin that this organizational structure itself was not unique; China had similar military institutions since ancient times.

Qiu Jin sized up the crowd in the conference hall. Most people felt a bit dispirited, while the few who looked spirited were obviously restless and agitated. Besides those in plain clothes, some wore New Army uniforms with the collar badges and hat insignias removed. Xu Xilin had said that Rui Fang, the Governor-General of Liangjiang in Nanjing, ordered Zhang Xun, the Admiral of Jiangnan, to slaughter revolutionaries heavily. Recently, quite a few revolutionaries in the Jiangnan New Army escaped the tiger's mouth and arrived in Hangzhou, which greatly increased the Guangfu Society's military strength.

While sizing up the venue, Qiu Jin heard a cadre ask, "Duke Tao, it's time to contact the People's Party and ask them to dispatch a medical team to assist in the battle, right?"

Unlike last time, no cadre gossiped about the People's Party anymore. The Guangfu Society crowd seemed as if they had never spoken ill of the People's Party; they just simply and seriously proposed this quite reasonable request.

"Mm, Bosun, who shall we send for this matter?" Tao Chengzhang asked with a rather majestic expression.

Qiu Jin felt this expression and tone seemed familiar. After thinking for a while, she remembered it was actually somewhat similar to Chen Ke. However, Chen Ke didn't do it intentionally; he just had a colder temperament. When talking about official business, he had a calmness completely disproportionate to his age. When speaking, he involuntarily carried a bit of questioning tone. Plus Chen Ke's status, it gave people an illusion of being relatively majestic. In fact, Qiu Jin knew that Chen Ke often revealed a heartless smile, looking like a teenager. Compared to Chen Ke, Tao Chengzhang really had some majestic appearance.

Tao Chengzhang didn't know Qiu Jin's perception. In his heart, he didn't have any thought of imitating Chen Ke. During the first Battle of Anqing, Tao Chengzhang followed in Chen Ke's headquarters. When Chen Ke commanded the battle, his words were neither too many nor too few, and that look of having a well-thought-out plan opened Tao Chengzhang's eyes. Storytellers were used to describing capable commanders as "calm and composed" when commanding thousands of troops and horses. This was the first time Tao Chengzhang could connect the imagined content with a real person. After that, when giving orders, Tao Chengzhang often thought of Chen Ke's appearance. If asked if he was imitating intentionally, naturally he wasn't, but if one said Tao Chengzhang wasn't influenced by Chen Ke, that wouldn't be completely correct either.

Hearing Tao Chengzhang raise the question, Xu Xilin pondered for a moment before replying, "Let Chen Beping go."

Tao Chengzhang nodded. "Good. Let Chen Beping go. Bosun, you go arrange it now."

As soon as Xu Xilin left, Tao Chengzhang began to continue issuing orders, actually not caring at all whether Xu Xilin, this main cadre, was present. This surprised Qiu Jin considerably. Qiu Jin actually didn't understand military affairs. Asking her to rectify discipline, implement military training, and lead the Dare-to-Die Corps to charge, Qiu Jin could do it. But Qiu Jin couldn't quite understand the arrangement of the entire military plan. She listened seriously, but didn't understand many places. When Tao Chengzhang finished speaking, someone stood up and asked, "Duke Tao, will firearms and ammunition be distributed before this battle?"

"The march is already quite tiring for everyone. Transporting firearms and ammunition to Nanjing collectively, and distributing them when we reach Nanjing. Let's dispense with unnecessary toil." Tao Chengzhang answered very simply.

Qiu Jin saw clearly that a look of disappointment immediately appeared on that person's face. While on the faces of quite a few old Guangfu Society cadres, there was a faint look of mockery. The speaker was a newly recruited secret society leader from Quanzhou. He had over three hundred men under him, which could be considered a not small force. But they only had forty-something guns. So among those who wanted to replenish weapons most, he was a representative figure.

If it were before when he lacked experience, Tao Chengzhang might really have replenished weapons for these local armed forces. Now the situation didn't allow Tao Chengzhang to do so. Even though a large amount of weapons and ammunition was captured in Hangzhou, it was still insufficient to provide unified equipment for the nearly ten thousand troops gathered. At the previous meeting, Tao Chengzhang revealed a little bit of the idea of distributing weapons to other armed forces, and the old cadres of the Guangfu Society exploded. Everyone's reason was very sufficient: "These weapons were captured by everyone risking their lives in Hangzhou; why give them to those who came later to pick up bargains?"

This was very reasonable. Even if Tao Chengzhang knew the cadres saying this had their own selfishness, he couldn't refute it in principle. This was indeed a fact Tao Chengzhang couldn't deny. The result of the final discussion was: if you want weapons, establish merit in battle. The Guangfu Society gave other revolutionary comrades the opportunity to participate in combat equally.

"Then how do we march? When do we start attacking Nanjing?" Seeing they couldn't get weapons and equipment before the battle, the leaders of other secret societies very simply began to ask about the attack time.

"Troops will be dispatched starting three days later. At that time, everyone will be distributed grain. Once you get the grain, everyone sets off for Jinling. In Hangzhou, except for the wounded and the troops remaining to guard the city, no one will be left in Hangzhou at that time. Either kill the enemy at the front, or go directly home. Hiding in the back is absolutely impossible." Tao Chengzhang's method was crisp enough. The teams from various places didn't bring their own food. As long as the Guangfu Society could choke off the food supply, absolutely no one could stay in Hangzhou and freeload.

Qiu Jin didn't know what exactly happened. In the Hangzhou campaign two months ago, Tao Chengzhang still had enough tolerance before the campaign started. At that time, Tao Chengzhang would rather suffer some losses himself than do things so absolutely. But that was Tao Chengzhang doing it this way now. And what surprised Qiu Jin was that Tao Chengzhang actually publicly appointed generals to solve this matter. "Xuanqing, you are injured and can't go to Nanjing. I want you to be responsible for Hangzhou affairs together with Mr. Zhang Taiyan. If anyone doesn't listen to Mr. Zhang's dispatch or refuses to fight, let them leave Hangzhou. For those who don't leave, we don't need to be polite."

"Understood." Qiu Jin replied somewhat hesitantly. After saying this, Qiu Jin couldn't help looking outside the door. Xu Xilin not being here made Qiu Jin feel extremely uneasy. Tao Chengzhang's performance was really too unexpected.

Xu Xilin was currently talking with Chen Beping. To avoid other people's eyes and ears, they specially chose a secluded room. There were six youths participating in the meeting, and Xu Xilin was obviously their leader.

"Gentlemen, this time going to Anhui, I want you to go together. Whatever differences there are between the People's Party in Anhui and your concepts, I hope you can abandon these thoughts. After asking Chairman Chen Ke to dispatch the medical team, you don't need to come back for the time being. Concentrate on learning the knowledge and methods of how to govern a locality in Anhui."

The youths didn't express any surprise at Xu Xilin's words. On the contrary, they all nodded to show they heard.

"If Zhejiang continues like this, something big will definitely happen. Duke Tao is now determined to implement the election system. If it were a time of peace, his method might still work. Now everyone can see that in the places under Manchu Qing rule, no one responds to the revolution at all. This time, whether we can conquer Jinling or not, the places in Jiangsu will absolutely not rise up in rebellion. If the Manchu Qing sends troops to Zhejiang, the only ones we can rely on are ourselves."

Xu Xilin spoke hurriedly. This was the only thing he could do now. Learn the method of governing a locality from the People's Party and build a strong government like the People's Party. In the internal meetings of the Guangfu Society, Xu Xilin suggested learning from the People's Party many times. Tao Chengzhang didn't completely oppose Xu Xilin's suggestion, but Tao Chengzhang himself opposed "strong government." Chen Ke's kind of super-strong government had a fundamental conflict with the "small government" in Tao Chengzhang's ideal.

So no matter how Xu Xilin suggested or lobbied, Tao Chengzhang remained unmoved. Xu Xilin settled for the second best, asking to postpone launching the Nanjing campaign and complete the integration of Zhejiang first. Tao Chengzhang resolutely opposed this; he even accelerated the pace of organizing and launching the Nanjing campaign. In many places, it looked a bit like forcing too much. This was obviously expressing opposition to Xu Xilin's attitude in another way.

The divergence between the two giants within the Guangfu Society also affected the main cadres of the Guangfu Society. In this regard, Xu Xilin didn't get the support of the majority, which made Xu Xilin feel extremely disappointed. Since he couldn't realize his ideas with Tao Chengzhang or within the Guangfu Society, Xu Xilin could only rely on the youths he trusted to go to Anhui to "learn the scriptures." Xu Xilin decided that as soon as this Nanjing campaign ended, he would leave the center of the Guangfu Society. Whether going to Shaoxing or elsewhere in Anhui, in short, Xu Xilin definitely wanted to build a firm base area.

"Mr. Xu, since Duke Tao refuses to accept advice all along, why must you participate in the Battle of Jinling? Now the various places below are very chaotic; wouldn't it be better for you to go down and straighten out these places?" Chen Beping asked.

"Beping, I must participate in this Battle of Jinling. At this time, Duke Tao needs people; I absolutely cannot quit at this time." Xu Xilin answered categorically.

Chen Beping couldn't help saying, "Mr. Xu, do you not understand? Why are the suggestions you propose at the meeting always opposed? Those cadres with no opinions don't know how to integrate local forces, so they can only adopt this model of local autonomy. Those cadres who have considerable influence locally, if there is a strong government governing the whole of Zhejiang now, they won't be able to guarantee their own strong positions locally in the future. Mr. Xu, these people put their own benefits first now. You are known as the commander of the Restoration Army now, but in reality, there are many people below who don't submit to you. Why do you ask for trouble like this?"

These words could be counted as heartfelt advice. Chen Beping was Xu Xilin's die-hard supporter. Not only had he followed Xu Xilin closely since the Anhui period, but he also firmly supported Xu Xilin's political views. Regarding the struggle within the Guangfu Society, Chen Beping saw it very clearly.

The youths with Chen Beping didn't have Chen Beping's insight. Hearing this, their faces all changed greatly.

"Beping, you are never allowed to say such words to me again in the future." Xu Xilin stopped Chen Beping's speech without a second word. Looking at Chen Beping's agitated expression, Xu Xilin couldn't help saying, "Beping, since I have dedicated myself to the revolution, I no longer care about my own safety. Quite a few people already say I hide behind greed for life and fear of death. This time I must go to the front line. Everyone can die; why can't I, Xu Xilin, die?"

"Mr. Xu..." Chen Beping couldn't bear it anymore. Just after saying the beginning, he was interrupted by Xu Xilin again.

"Beping, I just have different views from Duke Tao, but it's not that Duke Tao suppresses me out of selfishness. You absolutely cannot mistake this point, nor can you be instigated by others. Although Duke Tao does things a bit domineeringly, he is definitely not a person with selfishness. You are not allowed to go out and talk nonsense in the future either."

"Even if Duke Tao has no selfishness, it's not like he can do whatever he wants." Chen Beping still couldn't accept Xu Xilin's statement.

"That's why I let you go to Anhui to learn for me. After learning, we will implement our ideas locally. If you really think we are right, then you shouldn't think so much. Do the things I entrusted to you well."

Having finally persuaded Chen Beping and the others with great difficulty, Xu Xilin hurriedly rushed back to the council hall. The meeting at this time had already ended. Tao Chengzhang was waiting for Xu Xilin. Seeing him return, he pulled Xu Xilin and Qiu Jin to discuss matters privately together. Also sitting with them was Zhang Taiyan; the main cadres of the Guangfu Society were basically all present.

Xu Xilin originally thought Tao Chengzhang would go straight to the topic and criticize Xu Xilin's views again. Unexpectedly, Tao Chengzhang first briefly introduced the content of the meeting. Tao Chengzhang expressed that he didn't care much about the medical team problem. Compared to the medical team destined to arrive on time, the things Tao Chengzhang had to care about were piled up like a mountain. Dispatching troops required provisions, and the Restoration Army couldn't fight with broadswords and spears either. At least weapons and ammunition had to be distributed to the main force troops. Because Tao Chengzhang himself simply wasn't clear how many people he actually had under him. Even for a hero like Tao Chengzhang who had traveled all over Zhejiang, he still hadn't been able to remember the names of all the troop leaders under the "Restoration Army" banner completely.

Tao Chengzhang certainly didn't know that Chen Ke, whom he couldn't help comparing with subconsciously, had a rough understanding of all commanders and commissars above the company level in the People's Party. Chen Ke could also roughly know the names of most company-level commanders. This wasn't because Chen Ke had the ability of photographic memory, but simply because names appearing repeatedly in a large number of documents, and the events connected with them, made it easier for Chen Ke to remember these commanders and commissars.

But Tao Chengzhang also admitted that not being able to manage all the troops under the Guangfu Society's command was indeed bad. However, Tao Chengzhang himself had no choice. He traveled all over the place; although he met many people, more news was heard. Even if he heard the name of a certain hero, because these heroes were also running all over the place, the news obtained wasn't accurate. Not to mention that regarding names, titles, and nicknames, these heroes were very "particular" in these places. It was very likely that heroes with different images in several places were actually the same person. For example, the hero Zhou Congwen from Wenzhou. In Wenzhou, he was the leader of a merchant corps guard team locally, and everyone called him Fourth Master Zhou. In Jinhua, he was known as Zhou Zhiyong, mainly in the medicinal herb business. In Hangzhou, he was a traveling merchant named He Yongshan, selling everything. There were also opposite examples. There was a hero named Liu Xuhu in Ningbo, famous for being heroic and chivalrous. In reality, there were two heroes using this name. One was a local enlightened faction member who was a successful candidate in the military examination, and the other was a Jianghu figure with some flavor of a chivalrous thief, doing some business of escorting goods and also doing some business that couldn't quite see the light.

Out of various reasons and thoughts, heroes mixing outside wouldn't easily tell their real information to others. Tao Chengzhang himself traveled all over and also had quite a few aliases. Many times, he heard others say there was a hero XXX in XXX, but it was actually Tao Chengzhang himself. Various far-fetched stories were pinned on Tao Chengzhang's head, even if Tao Chengzhang didn't know about these things at all.

When a large number of heroes who used to wait and see gathered in Hangzhou, Tao Chengzhang initially wanted to meet them one by one, probe, persuade, and integrate. Soon he found he simply didn't have so much time and energy. Before deciding to dispatch troops, Tao Chengzhang had to adopt a more generalized method, which was to publicly announce rewards and punishments. Whoever was willing to be the vanguard would be heavily rewarded. Whoever exerted themselves bravely in battle would be heavily rewarded afterward.

After saying these, Tao Chengzhang finally told Xu Xilin and others his true thoughts on why the Nanjing campaign must be launched. In Xu Xilin's view, a group of rabble, unorganized and undisciplined, launching a revolutionary war purely on a burst of passion, would have great losses and might not necessarily succeed. This was a meaningless huge waste. But Tao Chengzhang precisely believed that this kind of anti-Qing action from the folk itself conformed to the Guangfu Society's tenet of "Recover the Han nationality, return our rivers and mountains, dedicate oneself to the country, and retire after success." Zhejiang people spontaneously overthrowing the Manchu Qing, and then spontaneously establishing a Zhejiang government of Zhejiang people in Zhejiang—this was Tao Chengzhang's true thought, and this kind of thing was also the best. Tao Chengzhang hoped to become a revolutionary founding father admired by everyone in Zhejiang, but didn't hope to establish a government led by himself. For Tao Chengzhang, this was a moral issue.

If someone else said this, Xu Xilin might not believe it. But when Tao Chengzhang said it concerned a "moral issue," Xu Xilin believed it. "Brother Huanzhang, rest assured, I trust you," Xu Xilin said firmly.

"Many thanks, Bosun. I have a matter to entrust to you now. In this attack on Nanjing, our Restoration Army should be the vanguard. Since Xuanqing is injured, can you lead the troops?" Tao Chengzhang said to Xu Xilin.

"Okay," Xu Xilin replied. He actually also knew Tao Chengzhang's thoughts. Tao Chengzhang had always doubted whether Xu Xilin was a true revolutionary; Tao Chengzhang even suspected that Xu Xilin wanted to be a high official himself and didn't dare to undertake combat tasks at all. Xu Xilin originally also felt he might as well fight to the death on the front line. Even if he died in battle, he could prove that he was simply not a person greedy for life and afraid of death.

Without waiting for Qiu Jin and Zhang Taiyan to interject, Tao Chengzhang made the final decision. "Then I'll hand our Guangfu Society's Dare-to-Die Corps over to Bosun."
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Chapter 9: The Guangfu Society Strikes (3)

Tao Chengzhang was not a petty person. Since he had handed the Guangfu Army's Dare-to-Die Corps over to Xu Xilin, he didn't play any small tricks. Xu Xilin was even more so; since everything he wanted to say had been said, when it came time for bloody battle, Xu Xilin didn't want to talk nonsense at all.

The Dare-to-Die Corps was a permanent military unit within the Guangfu Army. This military unit undertook assaults and storming fortifications; whenever there was a battle with the greatest casualties and highest danger, the Dare-to-Die Corps had to undertake the majority of it. Not only in the Guangfu Society, but in the armed forces formed by other revolutionary parties, the military unit of the Dare-to-Die Corps existed without exception. This could also be considered a tradition. Historically, this kind of troop had a title called "Tooth Soldiers" (Ya Bing). It probably took the meaning of the sharp fangs and teeth of a fierce beast when attacking.

Of course, as a Dare-to-Die Corps, while facing much higher risks, they also enjoyed more privileges. For example, in terms of equipment, besides each man having a standard long gun, officers also had short guns (pistols). The supply of bombs was also provided to the Dare-to-Die Corps on a priority basis. Ordinary organic Guangfu Army units only had long guns. As for the troops developed and led by Guangfu Society members who rushed over later, each unit was given a certain number of firearms. For other vassal troops that came along, the Guangfu Society only had verbal appeasement and the provision of food support.

This was also something that couldn't be helped. The Guangfu Society was not a great god possessing brainwashing techniques; it was impossible to turn everyone standing under the Guangfu Society banner into a warrior who feared not death. This organization could only distinguish closeness and distance based on the degree of obedience to the organization. From this perspective, the gap in closeness and distance between the various heroes within the Guangfu Society was no smaller than the relationship gap with the People's Party.

Now the Dare-to-Die Corps had about five hundred people, which wasn't much different compared to before the Hangzhou campaign. It was just that the old Dare-to-Die Corps now had nearly two hundred wounded soldiers who hadn't returned to the unit, and the newly replenished ones were personnel recommended by various factions from different places afterward. The Dare-to-Die Corps not only had preferential treatment in equipment, but the Dare-to-Die Corps itself was also a status. In front of other Guangfu Society comrades, one didn't need to put on other airs; just saying proudly "I am from the Dare-to-Die Corps" would immediately make one be looked upon highly. Now there was also a rumor outside regarding the Dare-to-Die Corps: "Wait until Nanjing is conquered, everyone in the Dare-to-Die Corps will be given an official title." Under such stimulation, after Xu Xilin took charge of the Dare-to-Die Corps, people coming personally to recommend themselves or asking others to intercede came in an endless stream. Most of the interceders were of humble origin, aiming to get a chance to sell their lives by joining the Dare-to-Die Corps. If they didn't die on the battlefield, they would be an official of some size in the future and would never be ordered about by others again.

Xu Xilin originally thought of taking advantage of the last few days before setting off to rectify the Dare-to-Die Corps well, but his work was interrupted time and again by people coming to intercede. This couldn't help but make Xu Xilin feel very annoyed. For the first two days, he personally handled this; later, Xu Xilin simply refused to see such people at all.

When inspecting Anhui, Xu Xilin and others had also inspected the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army. At that time, Xu Xilin really had his eyes opened. From basic skills like marching in formation to weapon assembly and maintenance, and even more advanced things like shooting and grenade throwing, the military literacy of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army gave Xu Xilin a great intuitive cognition of how an army fights. When Xu Xilin really wanted to pass this precious knowledge on to the Dare-to-Die Corps, he suddenly understood an idiom: "Handan Toddle" (imitating others and losing one's own ability).

It is said that the person who went to Handan to learn the walking posture didn't manage to learn the elegant walking posture of the Handan people; instead, he even forgot how he used to walk before, and finally had to crawl home. Take the training of "weapon disassembly" for example. The People's Party's training purpose was very clear: first let everyone know the structure of the firearm and the shooting principle. When encountering problems during rifle shooting, one could quickly troubleshoot and continue to engage in combat. Rifle malfunctions were very common in these years, and mastering such technology was very necessary; Xu Xilin agreed deeply with this.

The problem lay in that Xu Xilin simply didn't figure out why the People's Party attached such importance to firearm maintenance. Because they adopted infantry squad and platoon tactics, the People's Party's troop deployment density was far lower than the infantry tactics adopting line infantry volley fire ("queuing up to be shot"). If one rifle in a People's Party squad dared to malfunction, it meant losing nearly 10% of the firepower on a very long battle line. But for the formation model adopting line infantry volley fire, on a defensive line where the People's Party used a squad as a unit, they could put three or even five times the troops of the People's Party. If just one or two guns malfunctioned, the problem simply wouldn't show.

Seeing only the manifestation but failing to understand the deep reasons under this appearance, the results of Xu Xilin's weapon disassembly training were greatly discounted. Not to mention that firearm disassembly itself was also a science. On the first day of training, firearm disassembly led to several rifles being damaged. And quite a few people installed the rifle parts back, and when the rifle was roughly restored to its original state, they found there were a few "extra" parts they didn't know where to install.

Rifles were very precious equipment for the Guangfu Society. Damaging firearms before fighting even started made the Guangfu Society cadres, who had no concept of logistical maintenance at all, feel great heartache. After finally installing the firearms and exchanging them for new ones with great difficulty, the logistics department cadres begged in a pitiful tone, "Mr. Xu, please don't add to our mess anymore. We beg you."

There were few people who understood firearm installation to begin with. If Xu Xilin insisted on conducting this kind of dangerous training again, this part of the personnel would be tired to death just wiping Xu Xilin's ass. Looking at the pleading gazes of these personnel, Xu Xilin had to agree to their request.

If firearm disassembly couldn't continue, the subsequent "test firing and calibration" training naturally couldn't proceed smoothly. Xu Xilin had once asked Chen Ke a question: how can one shoot a gun accurately? As the side with inferior troop strength, Xu Xilin hoped very much that "every bullet wipes out an enemy." Chen Ke then talked about "test firing." Originally, Chen Ke didn't understand these either. Chen Ke once thought maintenance was just wiping the gun and oiling it to prevent dust and sand from entering the bore. Although he knew about the rifling inside the barrel, Chen Ke's understanding of maintenance absolutely didn't include "calibration."

The first ones to bring the concept of "calibration" into the army were actually a few "gunners" (hunters/bandits) who joined the "Insurance Corps." As "gunners" who made a living by shooting, although they lacked theoretical knowledge, they knew that without sufficient "calibration," they simply wouldn't know "where the bullet would skew to." These "gunners" didn't shoot purely by aiming; they could adjust the aiming angle according to the different firearms in their hands.

At the "Soldiers' Meeting," the gunners who performed excellently in shooting training stammeringly confessed their secrets under the questioning of the soldiers. The troops immediately spontaneously started primitive "calibration." Later, at the military democracy meeting, "calibration" was learned by the Military Commission. After a discussion linking theory with practice, the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army, still named "Insurance Corps" then, began to formulate a systematic "calibration" system. Every rifle had to undergo "calibration" adjustment regularly. This greatly improved the shooting accuracy of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army in combat.

The knowledge Xu Xilin got from the People's Party was all superficial knowledge. He couldn't possibly be very clear about the significance of "calibration." Moreover, "calibration" was to coordinate with infantry squad and platoon tactics. If there was no column offensive training, but instead nesting in a bunch for massed shooting, the importance of "calibration" was even more greatly discounted. With the time to do this kind of fine work, it would be more efficient to practice throwing bombs more.

Grenade throwing training also failed to achieve the results Xu Xilin imagined by far. The People's Party used standard hand grenades. Grenade throwing training was completely standardized large-scale training. The Guangfu Society used homemade bombs. Leaving aside the explosive power of the bombs, just in terms of mass and volume, they were all different. Throwing relied entirely on personal aptitude and imagination, and the effect couldn't be guaranteed even more.

After undergoing this training, the Guangfu Society's Dare-to-Die Corps consumed tremendous energy but failed to universally improve combat levels. The comrades all felt extremely exhausted, and their spirits were even worse than before training. Helpless, Xu Xilin accepted the suggestion of cadre Xu Shuisheng to suspend training and let the Dare-to-Die Corps rest completely and thoroughly.

"Shuisheng, how do you think we should train next?" Even the energetic Xu Xilin showed fatigue after a few days.

"Mr. Xu, the plan for today is nothing better than letting everyone dare to rush forward during battle. When two armies meet, the brave one wins. Doesn't our Restoration Army rely on courage to surpass the Qing army?" Xu Shuisheng's suggestion was quite serious.

"Mm." Xu Xilin nodded in agreement.

Although he proposed a very serious suggestion, Xu Shuisheng felt quite complicated in his heart. Xu Shuisheng was a People's Party man. He was originally doing business in Anhui. During the first Battle of Anqing, he was forcibly taken back to the base area as a Manchu Qing official for some reason. After screening, it was found they caught the wrong person. So they issued travel expenses and dry rations to let him go home. This kind of "benevolence and righteousness" was inevitably too shocking in this era. Xu Shuisheng was initially like a fish slipping through the net, but after walking in the disaster area for three days, he found he simply couldn't walk out on his own. Although there were still dry rations, money couldn't buy food in the disaster area. In desperation, Xu Shuisheng ran back to Fengtai County and boldly asked if he could follow the People's Party's fleet back to Zhejiang.

The People's Party arranged for them to leave with the next round of the fleet. During the stay, having more contact with the People's Party, Xu Shuisheng's fear gradually faded, and he became interested in the People's Party instead. He was originally a relatively down-and-out small merchant, so he naturally hoped to attach himself to a big power. Back and forth, Xu Shuisheng expressed his willingness to work in the base area. At that time, the base area lacked people. Since Xu Shuisheng requested it himself, Xu Shuisheng, who could write and calculate, was recruited.

Half a year ago, Xu Shuisheng was ordered to return to Ningbo to form a team and join the Guangfu Society. Xu Shuisheng's hometown Ningbo didn't lack coolies; money was enough to raise a team of twenty or thirty people. Tao Chengzhang called on the Zhejiang revolutionaries to gather in Hangzhou, and this unit possessing seven or eight guns went to Hangzhou. The treatment for having guns and not having guns was different, especially for small units that had no connection with the Guangfu Society before. After all, having worked in the base area, while Xu Shuisheng's insight improved, his feeling for military affairs was naturally different too. When attacking Hangzhou, Xu Shuisheng and his unit performed quite outstandingly and soon became one of the main forces of the Dare-to-Die Corps.

At the same time, the People's Party's intelligence agency obtained a large amount of internal news of the Guangfu Society relying on this insider line, Xu Shuisheng.

Xu Shuisheng didn't know before why the base area talked big about standardization. "Close enough is fine," this was Xu Shuisheng's view. Only after comparison did he understand now that this wasn't a problem of "close enough," but a big problem of "a miss is as good as a mile." Close enough applied to products like standard weapons; there would definitely be various differences. But if there were differences in guiding ideology, don't look at how similar the external imitation is; in reality, it's not the same thing at all. Xu Shuisheng even realized a problem close to the philosophical field: under Chen Ke's leadership, the People's Party was "acting according to laws," while the Guangfu Society was pursuing "the result they hoped for." What exactly was the difference between the two, Xu Shuisheng couldn't see clearly no matter what, but he could feel that the difference between the two was as far apart as heaven and earth.

Taking back his wild thoughts, Xu Shuisheng pulled his attention back to the problem facing reality. Because he performed well usually, Xu Xilin handed the daily work over to Xu Shuisheng to manage. After dealing with the matters at hand, Xu Shuisheng went to report. At Xu Xilin's door, he heard an argument going on inside, but heard a woman's voice asking, "What if the foreigners send troops?"
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Chapter 10: The Guangfu Society Strikes (4)

The Guangfu Society didn't discriminate much against women, the main reason being the existence of Qiu Jin. Many new Guangfu Society members experienced a great sense of unfamiliarity; when a woman discussed state affairs and planned uprisings together with men, this was something not easy to get used to no matter what. To overcome the idea that women lacked insight, male comrades had to go through a lot of psychological discomfort.

During the days after the Hangzhou campaign ended when Qiu Jin temporarily didn't appear due to injury, the comrades who had gotten used to Qiu Jin's presence felt a bit unaccustomed. In any case, as long as Qiu Jin was present, the men seemed less presumptuous in language and action. Compared to being mocked by male comrades, being mocked by female comrades was undoubtedly very terrifying. And with the existence of female cadres in the organization, men would also instinctively maintain some demeanor and enterprising attitude. When Qiu Jin was absent, a meeting of purely a group of males was always subtly different from before.

In the People's Party base area, gender equality and women's liberation were one of the most basic political propagandas. It could be said with certainty that among the various revolutions, the People's Party undoubtedly had the largest proportion of women. Because he had long been accustomed to the existence of women, Xu Shuisheng wasn't as sensitive as other Guangfu Society cadres. Hearing a woman speaking loudly with Xu Xilin, Xu Shuisheng's first feeling was surprise, as the content of this conversation was quite sensitive.

Although Qiu Jin hadn't fully recovered yet, she had a tenacious personality. As long as she was allowed to come out to work, it was impossible for her to lie back in the sickbed. Qiu Jin's original job was commanding the Dare-to-Die Corps. Now that Xu Xilin had taken charge of the Dare-to-Die Corps, Qiu Jin naturally wanted to help Xu Xilin more and hold the line. After coming out to work, Qiu Jin quickly discovered a problem. She couldn't help but run to question Xu Xilin, "Dispatching troops to Nanjing this time, what if the foreigners send troops?"

The British had designated the Yangtze River basin as their sphere of influence, and British warships had the right of free navigation on the Yangtze River. This was clear proof of the Manchu Qing forfeiting sovereignty and humiliating the nation, and also something that made revolutionaries feel heartache. Driving the foreigners out of China was not just the idea of common people like the Boxers; most revolutionaries also had such ideas.

Ideas were ideas, but once war really unfolded, who the foreigners would stand with was a consideration that couldn't be avoided. Nanjing was a trading port city. Although there were no concessions, British warships always had to pass through Nanjing. Qiu Jin was very worried about this. Qiu Jin hadn't participated in meetings during her injury. After her "comeback," she found that when comrades in the Guangfu Society mentioned this issue, most people asked hadn't considered this problem, and the rest pretended to be deaf and dumb, talking about other things. Having no choice, Qiu Jin could only run to find Xu Xilin to force an answer.

Like other comrades, Xu Xilin also adopted an attitude of pretending to be deaf and dumb regarding the foreigner issue. Qiu Jin couldn't help quoting Chen Ke's words. "Bosun, pretending not to see won't work. Wen Qing has said many times, we have to face reality."

Xu Xilin naturally could hear the meaning in Qiu Jin's words. He knew even more clearly that if he couldn't give Qiu Jin an explanation, it would be impossible to get away easily today. Xu Xilin finally said seriously, "Xuanqing, if the foreigners send troops, what do you say we should do?"

"What to do? Fight them!" Qiu Jin answered cleanly and neatly.

"How to fight? If the foreigners fight land battles with us, we fight them. If the foreigners fight water battles with us? How do we fight?" Xu Xilin's question was very direct.

Qiu Jin didn't answer immediately. She frowned and sized up Xu Xilin. Until she looked so much that Xu Xilin avoided Qiu Jin's gaze, Qiu Jin continued to ask, "Fighting land battles, can we win?"

The question touched on the key point Xu Xilin hadn't dared to face directly all along, and he fell silent again. This wasn't just a problem Xu Xilin dared not face directly; comrades who could think of this problem all felt it was extremely thorny. No one was willing to provoke trouble for no reason, especially the big trouble of the British. Facing the British, whether the Guangfu Society could win, the comrades were not clear. Many comrades from local areas simply had no concept of the British strength.

Looking at the aggressive Qiu Jin, Xu Xilin finally said, "Xuanqing, look, Wen Qing occupied Anqing, and the British likewise had no reaction. If we attack Nanjing, the British shouldn't interfere."

"Then..." Qiu Jin wanted to say something more. But she was interrupted by Xu Xilin. "Xuanqing, whether we can conquer Nanjing by attacking with full force now is still between two possibilities. If we consider the British in again, do we still want to fight this battle?"

This was the true thought of the people of insight within the Guangfu Society. The New Army plus the Green Standard Army in Nanjing city had at least twelve or thirteen thousand men. The Guangfu Society had a bit over ten thousand troops on hand. The troop strength was at a disadvantage. If they considered the foreigners in at this time, the Guangfu Society simply had no way to formulate a response strategy. So the Guangfu Society ignored this from top to bottom; this was also something that couldn't be helped.

Qiu Jin understood Xu Xilin's meaning, but she still couldn't let it go. "Bosun, this Nanjing campaign is definitely not easy to fight. If we can't conquer it, absolutely don't force it. Even if we don't occupy Nanjing, we can still hold Zhejiang."

Xu Xilin just nodded. Actually, according to his intention, there was no need to attack Nanjing at all. Just then, a knock on the door was heard. Xu Xilin felt relieved of a heavy burden. Explaining many things to Qiu Jin was really a heavy burden. He let Xu Shuisheng in, and the content of the discussion naturally turned to the training and preparation of the Dare-to-Die Corps.

After reporting the situation of the Dare-to-Die Corps, Xu Shuisheng asked, "Mr. Xu, when do we set off?"

"In these two days, our Dare-to-Die Corps will set off first." Xu Xilin answered crisply.

Things developed as Xu Xilin said; the various units of the Guangfu Society set off very quickly. The first to move out was naturally the Dare-to-Die Corps; they bore the responsibility of the vanguard. Following closely was the Guangfu Army under the Guangfu Society banner.

At the same time the Guangfu Society Dare-to-Die Corps set off, Tao Chengzhang had already notified the heroes from various paths that starting from that day, the Guangfu Society would no longer provide food to the heroes of various paths. Those unwilling to go attack Nanjing could scatter on their own; Tao Chengzhang would absolutely not force them. But if the heroes of various paths thought Hangzhou was empty and started to act wildly, the troops of the Guangfu Society staying behind in Hangzhou would absolutely not talk about any feelings anymore.

Those who originally planned to attack Nanjing naturally didn't need to be told; they followed the main force and started going north. As for those teams in a wait-and-see state, seeing Qiu Jin patrolling with the Guangfu Army every day, they dared not make any unusual moves. They originally gathered here at the Guangfu Society with the intention of collecting guns, money, and grain. Tao Chengzhang's policy was in place and cut off their thoughts very well. The Guangfu Society cut off the food supply, and staying in Hangzhou buying food on their own was meaningless. Most teams chose to go north with the main force, and a small number chose to return directly to their hometowns.

Four days after the Dare-to-Die Corps moved out, Qiu Jin went to report, "Duke Tao, inside Hangzhou city, besides our own troops, there aren't many other revolutionary comrades left."

Tao Chengzhang just gave a hum but didn't answer.

"Duke Tao, why don't you take me to attack Nanjing together this time?" Qiu Jin still wanted to return to the front line.

"Xuanqing, I will lead troops north today or tomorrow. If you go with me, who will Hangzhou be handed over to?" Tao Chengzhang resolutely disagreed. Hangzhou was the foundation of the Guangfu Society; Tao Chengzhang was absolutely not at ease letting others guard Hangzhou.

Without waiting for Qiu Jin to say anything more, Tao Chengzhang ordered, "Xuanqing, you drive away all those remaining who still want to sponge food and drink now. No need to be polite to them at all."

Seeing Qiu Jin leave with the order, Tao Chengzhang felt relieved. Now Tao Chengzhang didn't want to discuss the matter of dispatching troops with anyone anymore. Even knowing that this dispatching of troops had big problems and many unthorough places, Tao Chengzhang was still unwilling to discuss. Before dispatching troops, everyone was used to considering how much strength they had in their hands, and the Guangfu Society was the same from top to bottom. Talking about tens of thousands of troops and the achievement of easily sweeping through Zhejiang, comrades all felt attacking Nanjing wasn't a big problem.

However, as the troops set off one by one, and Hangzhou city, which was once full of manpower, became emptier and emptier, Tao Chengzhang actually had panic in his heart. Consideration of the enemy entered his train of thought more and more. The number of defenders in Nanjing, and the stubborn action of wantonly slaughtering revolutionaries shown by the enemy, all proved that this battle was definitely not something that could be solved so easily. The more one considers one's own advantages, naturally the more confident one is. The more one considers the enemy's true strength, the more one loses confidence. Tao Chengzhang knew this kind of thing very well, but what Tao Chengzhang didn't know before was that no matter how much he wanted to encourage himself or calm himself down, in reality, he simply couldn't do it.

When imagining out of thin air, the wish to succeed naturally occupied the vast majority of the train of thought. When really about to face the enemy, the emotion of panic naturally occupied the majority of thinking again. This was simply not led by Tao Chengzhang's own will; it just happened so realistically. To cheer himself up, Tao Chengzhang had to use the situation when Chen Ke first attacked Anqing to give himself confidence. At that time, the Guangfu Society felt the People's Party attacking Anqing was completely unreliable, but facts proved, didn't the People's Party break Anqing in one stroke just the same? At that time, the People's Party only had over three thousand people. Now the Guangfu Society has over ten thousand people; on what basis can Chen Ke do it, but I can't?

Thinking of this, Tao Chengzhang asked, "Is there still no news from Chen Beping and the others?"

Chen Beping had been gone for several days to contact the People's Party to provide a medical team. According to previous experience, news from the People's Party liaison personnel should have been received by now. The significance of the medical team was already very clear to the Guangfu Society from top to bottom. Without the treatment of the medical team, everyone felt very uncertain in their hearts. Tao Chengzhang stayed in Hangzhou partly because he had to hold the fort; otherwise, those sponging food and drink might not be willing to leave. On the other hand, he also wanted to confirm the movement of the medical team personally; otherwise, the panic in his heart couldn't be driven away no matter what.

"Duke Tao, still no news."

Tao Chengzhang originally wanted to say wait a bit longer, but felt doing so was inevitably too cowardly. He gritted his teeth, stood up and said, "Forget it, let's prepare to set off. We leave today."
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Chapter 11: The Guangfu Society Strikes (5)

Forty-four years after Zeng Guofan conquered Nanjing in 1864, quite a few human heads hung on the city gates of Nanjing. Of course, in terms of quantity, these heads in 1908 were far fewer than in Zeng Guofan's time. Back then, after the Hunan Army fought into the capital of the Taiping Heavenly Kingdom, they unleashed soldiers to massacre and set fires. In Nanjing city, which had been renamed "Tianjing" (Heavenly Capital), corpses piled up like mountains, blood flowed like rivers, and the death toll was counted in hundreds of thousands. Now, at least, Nanjing city was still in the hands of the Manchu Qing, so the killing was far from reaching the level of that year. Several hundred heads existed merely as a deterrent; even so, they indeed frightened the common people inside and outside Nanjing city badly.

Because they had been hung up for public display for a relatively long time, the skin of the heads had turned blackish-brown. But the people who tried to use these heads for public display wanted to keep them from rotting for a long time, so they pickled them multiple times with lime. The layers of white lime stained on the blackish-brown skin, combined with those pale eyeballs and the black tongues inside the crooked mouths, made the heads of these dead look somewhat miserable and twistedly alive instead.

Killing these "rebel party members" was the order of Rui Fang, the Governor-General of Liangjiang, and the personal executor was Zhang Xun, the Admiral of Jiangnan. The Admiral of Jiangnan was originally an official position in Jiangsu. His authority was limited to the banners, brigades, and battalions of the various prefectures and counties in the lower Yangtze. The Admiral of Jiangnan also controlled the two Generals of Langshan (including Yangzhou Battalion, Taizhou Battalion) and Susong (stationed in Chongming, governing three battalions of the headquarters banner and various battalions in Chuansha and Wusong). After the formation of the New Army, nominally the New Army Ninth Division belonged to Zhang Xun's command, but in reality, the Ninth Division was basically not under Zhang Xun's direct jurisdiction. The Ministry of Army had always regarded the New Army as its own forbidden meat; how could they be willing to let the Admiral of Jiangnan control it directly? So between the Admiral of Jiangnan and the New Army Ninth Division, the Ministry of Army inserted itself again in a nondescript way. This was also a tradition of the Manchu Qing; in order to play power tactics to the greatest extent, Manchu Qing official positions were chaotic, and concurrent posts ran rampant.

It wasn't until the rise of the People's Party that the Manchu Qing began to feel uneasy about the New Army, and Zhang Xun received the order to "monitor the Jiangnan New Army." Only then did Zhang Xun temporarily obtain full jurisdiction over the New Army Ninth Division. At this time, Zhang Xun was not yet the Pigtail General who restored the Manchu Qing, but Zhang Xun's loyalty to the Manchu Qing was exactly the same.

On February 19, 1908, early in the morning, Zhang Xun summoned a meeting at the Admiral's Yamen. When his subordinates arrived, Zhang Xun asked, "What movements has Xu Shaozhen made recently?"

Xu Shaozhen was the Commander of the New Army Ninth Division. Everyone from top to bottom knew that even if this person wasn't a revolutionary, he was at least resolutely anti-Qing. Governor-General of Liangjiang Rui Fang was extremely fearful of Xu Shaozhen. Fear aside, without conclusive evidence, neither Rui Fang nor Zhang Xun could really take down a New Army Commander easily.

"Admiral, there were already many rebel party members in the Nanyang New Army. What Xu Shaozhen thinks exactly is no longer important," Defense Army Commander Wang Youhong replied. Wang Youhong was the Commander of the Defense Army and also Zhang Xun's die-hard supporter. The River Defense Army under his command was now stationed at various passes in Nanjing city, undertaking the main task of supervising the New Army Ninth Division.

"Nanyang New Army!" Zhang Xun said almost gritting his teeth. The origin of the New Army Ninth Division had nothing to do with the Beiyang Army. In July of the thirty-first year of Guangxu (1905), Acting Governor-General of Liangjiang Zhou Fu memorialized to train a division of New Army in Jiangning (Nanjing) first, suggesting the name "Temporarily Organized Nanyang Army Ninth Division, infantry units named Temporarily Organized Seventeenth, Eighteenth Brigades, Thirty-third, Thirty-fourth, Thirty-fifth, Thirty-sixth Regiments, and after cavalry, artillery, engineering, and logistics units are replenished, named Temporarily Organized Cavalry Regiment, Artillery Regiment Ninth, Engineering Battalion, Logistics Battalion Ninth." The Army Training Office discussed and approved it, granting the designation "Temporarily Organized Army Ninth Division." In October, Zhou Fu recommended Xu Shaozhen, the General of Susong Town, as the Commander of the Ninth Division.

After the rise of the Self-Strengthening Movement, the Manchu Qing was divided into Beiyang (Northern Ocean) and Nanyang (Southern Ocean). The two sides were not only divided by region but also represented two different forces. Beiyang was the Huai Army and the Zhili faction, while Nanyang was the confluence of the Liangguang and Hunan Armies. The court in Beijing had never trusted the Nanyang New Army and had repeatedly struck and weakened it. Anything crowned with Nanyang New Army naturally had a great psychological estrangement from the North. During the Boxer Rebellion (Gengzi Incident), the southern provinces proposed "Mutual Protection of Southeast China," which was a kind of statement.

Admiral of Jiangnan Zhang Xun was absolutely loyal to the Manchu Qing. In this regard, he had a great divergence with the Nanyang New Army faction. Not only Zhang Xun, but Zhang Xun's direct line, the River Defense Army, was the same. The loyalty of the River Defense Army stemmed from worry about their rice bowls. Not long ago, when defending Hangzhou, the Green Standard Army and Defense Army in various places in Zhejiang were able to hold fast to Hangzhou. Because they knew that even without the Manchu Qing falling, as long as the Governor of Hangzhou was finished, their rice bowls would be finished too. The Defense Armies were responsible for various checkpoints and trade routes; the superiors ate meat, and the subordinates could drink soup no matter what. Once the rice bowl was gone, wanting to find such a livelihood again was absolutely unrealistic.

"The Jiangnan New Army eats the court's rations but does anti-court things. Admiral, we absolutely don't need to be polite to such things that eat inside and crawl outside." Wang Youhong's boiling loyalty was by no means false emotion.

"The Guangfu Society rebels haven't done enough chaos in Zhejiang, and now they come to attack Nanjing again. What response methods do you gentlemen have for this?" This was what Zhang Xun cared about most now.

"Sir, most of the rebels we are executing now are outsiders," Wang Youhong replied.

The content of this hint was quite vicious. Upon hearing it, Zhang Xun immediately had a sudden enlightenment. Just as Wang Youhong said, most of the revolutionaries in the New Army Ninth Division were outsiders. After the local New Army shouldered guns and ate rations, their livelihood improved greatly; where would they have so many anti-Qing thoughts? Even if they were dissatisfied with the status quo, after their livelihood improved, most held the idea of sweeping the snow in front of their own doors. While those outsider revolutionaries desperately incited anti-Qing thoughts, pushing all problems and contradictions onto the court, thus inciting the New Army to be impetuous. Even so, because Zhang Xun listened to Wang Youhong's suggestion, at several critical moments, he used the method of "announcing imminent pay issuance" to calm the impetuous mentality of the New Army soldiers. He crossed the danger safely several times during New Army mutinies that were extremely likely to break out.

Such a strategy not only calmed the danger of the New Army rebelling but also exposed the revolutionaries. Zhang Xun planned to scare and kill them together. Revolutionaries either fled or had their heads chopped off by Zhang Xun and hung on the Nanjing city gates, becoming material to deter other revolutionaries. Zhang Xun could clearly feel that the New Army Ninth Division units that had been purged of outsiders were obviously much more obedient.

"What thoughts does Commander Wang have?" Zhang Xun asked.

"Admiral, when the New Army was transferred to deal with the Anhui rebels last time, although the various armies were very timid, they had no intention of hooking up. In this humble officer's view, the New Army is also picky about revolutionaries. Jiangsu people look down on Anhui people. Even if the Anhui rebels are so powerful, the rebels inside the New Army have no plan to join hands," Wang Youhong analyzed.

Not only Zhang Xun, but even other generals of the River Defense Army couldn't help nodding. When troops were transferred to defend Wuhu, which the People's Party was attacking, although the New Army hesitated and didn't advance quickly, there was no sign of mutiny.

"Therefore, this humble officer believes that for the New Army now, we must both use and guard against them. Use them to fight the revolutionaries, and guard against them by exterminating the outsider rebels inside the New Army. As long as there are no outsider rebels to liaise, the New Army itself will exert force in fighting the rebels. Regardless of what is thought inside the New Army, fighting some battles with the rebels, the more rebels killed, the less likely the New Army will stand on the rebels' side. At that time, if Your Excellency rewards those with merit heavily and kills those who collude with the enemy, you can naturally subdue the New Army to be submissive."

When Wang Youhong spoke up to here, Zhang Xun was already slapping the table in praise, "Well said. Yuan Xiangcheng said..." Speaking up to here, Zhang Xun felt he had misspoken a bit. This kind of art of controlling subordinates passed down by word of mouth shouldn't have been said in public. But on second thought, at this time there were simply not so many scruples to speak of. If Nanjing was lost, Zhang Xun himself would lose everything. Compared to that, what was the big deal about telling everyone this bit of power tactics?

Zhang Xun continued, "Yuan Xiangcheng said he has two hands in commanding troops: reward the obedient, kill the disobedient. We must do the same for the Jiangnan New Army. Those who dare to fight the revolutionaries, reward money and promote. Those who dare not fight, demote or even behead. With clear rewards and punishments, the New Army cannot help but submit. Without the rations given by the court, can that group of revolutionaries issue military pay?"

"Admiral has high views!" Wang Youhong said immediately. Other generals also praised Zhang Xun's true knowledge and deep insight one after another.

Zhang Xun was a person of forthright disposition. Hearing this flattery from his subordinates, he also felt quite satisfied in his heart. When the subordinates' flattery reached a pause, Zhang Xun asked, "Commander Wang, regarding the Guangfu Society rebels coming to attack Nanjing this time, what views do you have?"

Wang Youhong had been waiting for this question long ago. He quickly replied, "This time the rebels seem to be coming menacingly with a large crowd. However, we can defeat them one by one. In the news reported by scouts, the rebels do not belong to each other, and the front army and rear army are pulled far apart. We don't need to use all the troops of the New Army Ninth Division. Instead, let Xu Shaozhen transfer a portion of men and horses to defeat the rebels at the head. After Your Excellency rewards this portion of the New Army according to merit, do not send them back first. Instead, transfer another portion of men and horses from the Ninth Division to attack the rebels. We humble officers will step up the guard on the New Army. Anyone attempting to send letters to the rebels or inciting the New Army rebels, don't let them go if there's any mistake. After a few times like this, the New Army Ninth Division will naturally be submissive."

"What if Xu Shaozhen doesn't give troops?" Other generals saw Wang Youhong showing his face greatly and couldn't help but come out to perform a bit too.

Zhang Xun sneered, "I am the Admiral of Jiangnan. The court clearly ordered me to command the New Army Ninth Division. If Xu Shaozhen doesn't listen to dispatch, does he want to rebel?"

Xu Shaozhen really wanted to rebel. After receiving Zhang Xun's order, Xu Shaozhen stared tightly at the document, the expression on his face so gloomy it almost dripped water. The troops Zhang Xun gathered were precisely the New Army units where the revolutionary forces had been cleared most cleanly. Inside the New Army Ninth Division, the revolutionaries were all from other places. The Tongmenghui and the Guangfu Society were infiltrating the New Army Ninth Division at the same time. The people dispatched by the Tongmenghui were mostly from Guangdong, Hunan, and Hubei, while the revolutionaries sent by the Guangfu Society were from Zhejiang, Anhui, and other places. Rui Fang and Zhang Xun slaughtered revolutionaries heavily; they didn't dare kill locals too much, so they had to slaughter outsiders heavily. This actually hit the mark by mistake. The forces of the revolutionaries suffered major damage.

Moreover, after Zhang Xun listened to Wang Youhong's suggestion, he actually used the method of beating the grass to startle the snake. Before they acted against revolutionaries of outsider origin, they would release rumors first. As a result, quite a few revolutionaries either ran away in fear or prepared to launch an uprising ahead of time like a dog jumping over a wall in desperation. As a result, the uprising wasn't launched, but the linkage of the revolutionary organizations was broken. Then Zhang Xun killed people with truly "conclusive evidence." Wang Youhong also persuaded Zhang Xun that for the local New Army soldiers, as long as there was no conclusive evidence, or even if the implication wasn't deep, they would let them off. They even magnanimously told the New Army soldiers of local origin that it was excusable for them to be incited and bewitched by revolutionaries, and as long as they didn't commit it again, let bygones be bygones.

The strategy of one hard hand and one soft hand greatly destroyed the revolutionary organization of the New Army Ninth Division. What was even more irritating was that many revolutionaries saw the situation change so drastically and slipped away for their own safety. This invisibly confirmed Zhang Xun's propaganda: "Outsider revolutionaries are just cheating us Jiangsu people to sell our lives for them."

In the soldier class, deep contradictions between different regions were also hard to bridge. The Manchu Qing paid special attention to provoking provincial boundary contradictions; this was also a basic point of Manchu Qing power tactics. If there were no contradictions between provinces, the Manchu Qing court would feel restless. So people from different places looking down on each other was something the Manchu Qing court was happy to see. The result was that Zhang Xun, by propagating inter-provincial confrontation to the soldiers, extremely effectively neutralized quite a few New Army soldiers inclined towards revolution.

"Commander Xu, I wonder when you can dispatch troops?" The officer who came to transmit the order asked respectfully.

"Is this how you speak to a superior?" Xu Shaozhen asked sternly. He had to say this; institutionally, Xu Shaozhen had no reason to refuse Zhang Xun's transfer order. With Xu Shaozhen's intelligence, he could see Zhang Xun's thoughts. Once the revolutionaries and the New Army killed each other and formed a feud, Xu Shaozhen didn't believe the revolutionaries could have that tolerance to not care about this. To delay time, Xu Shaozhen could only pick bones in an egg.

Just after getting angry, he heard someone outside respond, "Right, how can you speak to a superior like this?"

Following the voice, Zhang Xun strode into Xu Shaozhen's headquarters. Without a second word, Zhang Xun gave the transmitting officer two slaps left and right. After hitting, Zhang Xun kicked the transmitting officer. "Get out of here."

That transmitting officer was Zhang Xun's trusted aide. He knew Zhang Xun did this deliberately for Xu Shaozhen to see. Zhang Xun had spoken to the transmitting officer specifically beforehand, so although he was angry about being beaten, he put all his resentment on Xu Shaozhen. Glaring fiercely at Xu Shaozhen, the transmitting officer covered his face and went out.

Zhang Xun was Xu Shaozhen's superior after all. No matter how unwilling he was in his heart, Xu Shaozhen had to stand up to welcome him. After saluting, Zhang Xun said, "Commander Xu, the Zhejiang fellows are attacking our Jiangning. The situation is critical; please allocate troops and horses quickly to quell the rebellion. Please hurry up on this matter, Commander Xu."

"This... this humble officer understands." Xu Shaozhen had to say perfunctorily.

Zhang Xun had a heroic character. When coming to the New Army camp this time, he didn't bring many soldiers. At this time, Zhang Xun sat down openly and said to Xu Shaozhen with a smile, "Commander Xu, not only the Zhejiang rebels, but I am even more worried about the Anhui rebels attacking Jiangsu. Governor-General of Liangjiang Lord Rui Fang and I both feel that the only one who can deal with the Anhui rebels is you, Commander Xu. In the next few days, I plan to transfer Commander Xu to lead troops to Wuhu to guard against the Anhui New Army. Now I come to invite Commander Xu to go see Lord Rui Fang with me. Before going, please allocate the troops to me, Commander Xu."

Hearing this, a strong killing intent immediately arose in Xu Shaozhen's heart. Zhang Xun's words had already stated the future arrangements clearly. What inviting to see Rui Fang to discuss—this was basically stripping Xu Shaozhen of military power in disguise. But unless he completely fell out with Zhang Xun at this time, he could only obey Zhang Xun. Several times in his heart he wanted to shout for his personal guards to arrest Zhang Xun, but Xu Shaozhen couldn't make this determination. Now that the revolutionaries had been greatly damaged, even if he arrested Zhang Xun, so what? The New Army Ninth Division had no preparation at all; it was impossible for them to rise up with Xu Shaozhen. Struggling in his heart for a good while, Xu Shaozhen had to agree to Zhang Xun's order.

Before Zhang Xun came to Xu Shaozhen, he had somewhat planned to put life and death aside. Seeing Xu Shaozhen submit, Zhang Xun smiled even more happily. After getting the warrant to mobilize troops, Zhang Xun pulled Xu Shaozhen to see Rui Fang together. On the way, Zhang Xun said loudly, "Commander Xu, the Anhui rebels slaughtered landlords and gentry in Anhui, committing monstrous crimes. Against this bunch of heinous people, you must shoulder the heavy responsibility of protecting our Jiangsu gentry."

Seeing Xu Shaozhen nod and agree reluctantly, Zhang Xun talked big about the various specific evil deeds of the Anhui rebels.

If the content Zhang Xun talked big about were heard by the People's Party, believe that although the People's Party comrades wouldn't agree with Zhang Xun's verdict of "heinous" on the People's Party, they would also be surprised that the facts Zhang Xun narrated were actually quite accurate. Needless to say, the high levels of the People's Party would be like this; at this time, Heidao Ren, the political commissar of the People's Party medical team more than a hundred li south of Nanjing city, would also agree.

The total number of members of this medical team was far greater than last time. Besides one hundred doctors and nurses, the People's Party specially dispatched a guard force of two companies, more than four hundred people. Last time the support medical team went to Hangzhou, the Guangfu Society had already captured Hangzhou, and the whole journey was still safe. This Nanjing campaign faced a war zone; the People's Party absolutely wouldn't let the military doctor team they had trained painstakingly encounter danger. Not only were two companies of more than four hundred troops dispatched with the team, but a battalion of troops was also transferred to the border of the People's Party liberated area. If any news was received, this force of over a thousand people would immediately go to reinforce.

Before setting off, Chen Ke specifically talked with Political Commissar Heidao Ren. "Commissar Hei, many problems will definitely be encountered during this support process. I hope you must grasp the situation. Don't be incited by any other forces."

Heidao Ren's current Chinese name was "Surname Hei (Black), Given Name Dao Ren (Island Man)." Most soldiers simply didn't know Heidao Ren was a Japanese, let alone Heidao Ren's original name "Kuroshima Jinichirō." Heidao Ren himself even began to forget his identity as a Japanese. Regarding Chen Ke's blunt statement, Heidao Ren didn't quite understand.

"Chairman Chen, what do you mean by this?" Heidao Ren asked.

"Commissar Hei, where do you think the difference lies between our People's Party and the Guangfu Society?" Chen Ke asked.

Heidao Ren had never engaged in external work; on this point, he really didn't know. He hesitated and dared not answer.

"Then let me ask you, how does our People's Party view anti-Qing?" Chen Ke lowered the difficulty of the question.

To this question, Heidao Ren answered very fluently, "To carry out the people's revolution, to establish a new socialist system, to save the masses of the people, so we must overthrow the reactionary rule of the Manchu Qing."

Chen Ke nodded. "Correct. Overthrowing the Manchu Qing is not the purpose of our People's Party. It is a step that needs to be completed in the progress of the revolutionary cause to overthrow the Manchu Qing rule. But for the Guangfu Society, overthrowing the Manchu Qing is their goal. They believe that having overthrown the Manchu Qing, the revolution they imagine is completed."

Hearing Chen Ke's words, a look of surprise couldn't help appearing on Heidao Ren's face. "Isn't this a joke?"

"You think this is a joke, but the Guangfu Society doesn't think so. The reason driving these people to rise up against the Qing is that they felt pain. Pain in life, pain in spirit. Seeing foreigners running rampant without scruples, they feel pain. Seeing repeated defeats in foreign wars, forfeiting sovereignty and humiliating the nation, they feel pain. Seeing their own talent unable to be displayed, they feel pain. Seeing the livelihood of the common people being hard, they feel pain. With foreign goods impacting the Chinese market, dealing a fatal blow to the handicraft workshops run by landlords and gentry, they feel pain."

When Chen Ke said this, there was no excited expression on his face at all. On the contrary, Heidao Ren felt a sense of pain like a fox mourning the death of a rabbit (empathy). The pain felt by these revolutionaries of the Guangfu Society, Heidao Ren had quite a few same or similar feelings when he was in Japan. Even though Japan had undergone the Meiji Restoration and experienced victories one after another, the life of the people in Japan showed no sign of improvement. Not only that, after the original social structure was destroyed, the oppressors showed an even more ferocious side. The big consortiums lived in extravagance, while the poor fell to the point where they could only barely scrape a living by entering factories and suffering great devastation. Moreover, the big consortiums not only exploited the poor ferociously but also caused a large number of the middle and small bourgeoisie, who originally lived passable lives, to fall into the proletariat. A pitch-black future where the end seemingly couldn't be seen made Heidao Ren feel both painful and desperate. If not for this, he wouldn't have traveled far across the ocean to come to China to seek a revolutionary path.

Chen Ke said calmly, "For the Guangfu Society, they push all pain onto the current rulers, onto the Manchu Qing court. They believe that overthrowing the Manchu Qing court will end all pain. I am not trying to defend the Manchu Qing. What I want to point out is that after overthrowing the Manchu Qing, this pain will not disappear. It will even be more painful."

Hearing this, Heidao Ren nodded repeatedly. It could be said that among the People's Party comrades, none had more actual feeling about this than Heidao Ren.

"The reason I want you to be the political commissar of this medical team is that I hope you can distinguish these very easily confused things clearly. I hope you can help the comrades see the problems of the Guangfu Society clearly in thought, and not let these comrades have any misunderstanding about our People's Party's revolutionary actions."

After Chen Ke finished speaking, Heidao Ren answered immediately, "Yes. I will definitely work hard to complete the task."

After answering, Heidao Ren hesitated again. He pondered for a moment and asked again, "Chairman Chen, then how can these pains be eliminated?"

Seeing Chen Ke didn't answer immediately but looked at him with bright eyes, Heidao Ren quickly explained in more detail, "Chairman Chen, I feel the reason most people devote themselves to revolution is that they felt pain, and to get rid of pain, they had to solve their respective painful feelings by participating in the revolution. So I want to ask, how to view the relationship between pain and revolution?"

This question was a bit big. Chen Ke felt a bit embarrassed; even Chen Ke himself couldn't say he had really solved this problem. He thought for a while before answering, "To solve pain, everyone's path will be different. Please confirm this first, Commissar Hei. There are no two identical leaves, nor two completely identical people. My method might suit myself, but may not necessarily suit others. For myself, I think the key points to solving pain are nothing more than two points. First, open your eyes to see the world. Second, become a warrior."

Heidao Ren listened very seriously. For him, after joining the People's Party, the previous pain had been relieved to a large extent, but new problems and pains were constantly being produced. If there could be a once-and-for-all method, Heidao Ren naturally hoped to understand it as early as possible.

"Opening your eyes to see the world means being able to seek truth from facts, instead of trying to fantasize the world into the appearance you think. In that way, you know pain and hardships are inevitable, and you don't consider the issue of pain. Because considering whether it's painful or not is completely useless."

Chen Ke's answer was truly beyond Heidao Ren's expectations, although Chen Ke's words did make sense. However, this attitude of simply not considering pain because knowing feeling pain is useless really had a flavor of "plugging one's ears while stealing a bell." Heidao Ren felt he might not necessarily be able to accept it.

"Second, as a warrior. What we seek is doing things. Through trying, through groping and summarizing, we discover the laws of things and can control these things. Then we can also minimize unnecessary painful feelings to the greatest extent. Of course, from another angle, when you do one thing with your whole heart and mind, your head doesn't hurt, your balls don't itch; you simply have no mind to feel whether it's painful or not."

After Chen Ke finished speaking, he felt these principles still didn't truly speak his feelings. He thought for a while again before adding, "Of course, I feel that for me now, whether it's painful or not is simply not within my scope of consideration. I just strive to do things seeking truth from facts, simply not to get rid of pain, or consider whether I can get rid of pain. In my feeling, there is simply no concept of pain. I try to understand pain merely to understand others. For myself, I don't have this feeling."

These words were really beyond Heidao Ren's scope of understanding. When Heidao Ren discovered Chen Ke seemed to be able to solve any pain easily, he heard Chen Ke say he simply didn't have the feeling of pain. This huge contrast made Heidao Ren suspect if Chen Ke was a normal human being.

However, this suspicion didn't last too long. Chen Ke suddenly said with some sudden enlightenment, "Commissar Hei, I didn't notice one thing just now. We have a misconception first, which is the definition of pain. I attribute the feelings after seeing those unacceptable facts to pain. I don't know if you feel the same way?"

"Yes." Heidao Ren's face immediately lit up.

"Then this problem is knowable and unknown." Chen Ke replied. As he spoke, he picked up a pen and drew two concentric circles. Pointing to the concentric circles, Chen Ke said, "Look, when the scope you can control and accept is only as big as the small circle, everything outside this small circle is unknown and unacceptable. Whether you accept it or not, you will inevitably see and contact it. When your ability expands to the level of this big circle, then have the things you can accept increased? Indeed they have increased, but you will see and contact more unacceptable facts."

Heidao Ren looked at the two circles on the paper. Chen Ke's explanation was shown so clearly on the paper that there was simply no room for argument.

Chen Ke looked at Heidao Ren sympathetically. Chen Ke had encountered all the problems Heidao Ren raised. And to cross this line, many, many memories were left for Chen Ke. Chen Ke certainly didn't have the evaluation of painful or not painful now, but the vast majority of those memories were failures, failures time and again, almost endless failures. Chen Ke once suspected countless times: can I succeed once in this life? It wasn't until Chen Ke crossed that line that he thoroughly believed Grandpa Mao's sentence, "History spirals upward." Before Heidao Ren walked back to the origin and completed the first cycle, it was very difficult for him to understand this principle.

Regardless of whether Heidao Ren understood Chen Ke's words, what Chen Ke could see was that the sense of responsibility finally returned to Heidao Ren. His gaze began to brighten again, and his inadvertently furrowed brows also smoothed out. "Chairman Chen, what is the key point regarding explaining the difference between us and the Guangfu Society to the comrades?"

"The key point is, we, the People's Party, stress doing things. What we want to master are the laws of things themselves, utilizing a part of the laws already mastered to do things better. While the Guangfu Society wants the result of things; as for what the laws of things themselves are, it is not what they pursue. When they believe they can overthrow the Manchu Qing by force, they will rise up in rebellion. If they believed that fasting and chanting Buddha's name could achieve the goal, they would also immediately throw down the weapons in their hands to fast and chant Buddha's name. This point must be explained clearly to the comrades." Chen Ke made a concluding speech.
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Chapter 12: The Guangfu Society Strikes (6)

"Brothers, the Zhejiang people have fought their way to our Jiangning (Nanjing)," Wang Youhong asked the officers of the Thirty-sixth Regiment of the New Army Ninth Division. The Thirty-sixth Regiment was the regiment that had cleared out outsider revolutionaries most thoroughly. It was also the regiment Wang Youhong suggested Zhang Xun focus on winning over.

The officers sat around the wine table, but they were far from enthusiastic enough. Wang Youhong didn't care about this. As a field army, the New Army engaged in military training specifically and considered themselves capable of fighting, so they looked down on the Jiangnan Patrol Battalions which served as defense. This was an open contradiction.

"Brothers, the Zhejiang people are shouting revolutionary slogans and fighting their way to our Jiangning. are they really doing it for the revolution? Definitely not. What they have their eyes on is our Jiangning where merchants gather in clouds; what they have their eyes on is the taxes we sit and collect in Jiangning," Wang Youhong said loudly. Since the strategy of dividing the New Army and the revolutionaries was decided, Wang Youhong didn't care about speaking bluntly at all. If he could persuade the New Army with the last combat effectiveness to stand on Zhang Xun's side, Wang Youhong didn't mind sharing some benefits with the officers in the New Army.

"Zhejiang isn't poor to begin with; compared to our Jiangsu, it's not inferior at all. Moreover, Jiangning is attacked from two sides. If the Anhui people and Zhejiang people don't attack us, we would be thanking Amitabha Buddha; where would we have the mind to attack Zhejiang? But in the news sent back, the Zhejiang revolutionaries say they are afraid we will attack Zhejiang. They also say whoever can conquer Jiangning first will be given huge titles and rewards. Brothers, everyone is a sensible person; what do you think these Zhejiang fellows are really after by fighting their way to our Jiangning?"

Wang Youhong was telling the truth. The officers present were not fools either; they still had the ability to distinguish basic truth from lies. Although they despised the Defense Battalions in their hearts, quite a few officers also developed considerable aversion to the Zhejiang revolutionaries.

Seeing his words successfully resonate among the officers, Wang Youhong continued, "Brothers, up to now, has our military pay ever been short? Isn't it issued on time and in full every month? As long as the court exists for one day, I dare say this military pay will absolutely not be short for everyone. If we let the Zhejiang revolutionaries conquer Jiangning, do you still believe this military pay can be issued on time? The Zhejiang fellows come to our Jiangning empty-handed, holding only guns; could it be they will give everyone money? Moreover, once war starts, trade routes will be cut off. Anqing first fell into the hands of the Yue Wang Society, and later into the hands of the People's Party. Up to now, those doing business basically don't go to Anqing. The common people in the whole city can almost hardly survive. Even less possible is there any commercial tax. Everyone serves as soldiers to eat rations and also has to support a family. No need to say much; if there is no military pay for three months, how will everyone live their days?"

If only fighting was mentioned, the officers of the New Army Ninth Division might still feel quite confident. But when military pay and family were mentioned, the officers began to look at each other for the first time. Revolution can be done anytime, but not eating for a day won't do. These officers had mixed to their current status with great difficulty. Their families were not only proud of them, but the livelihood of many officers' families really depended on these officers' military pay to live.

"Brothers, Commander Xu banned gambling and whoring; I, your brother, admire him very much. Men, sometimes playing a few dice games, pushing a few rounds of Pai Gow, playing with a few women—these are all liked, but they all cost money. After banning gambling and whoring, the money everyone can send home is really much more. This is for everyone's good. But if you are incited to revolution by those rebels, what about everyone's military pay after the revolution? Have those revolutionaries said anything? What they say about overthrowing the court and driving away foreigners sounds nice. If these are really achieved, can they raise everyone's pay by one copper cash? Next time you meet revolutionaries, you might as well ask. Listen to see if they can say anything decent."

"Commander Wang, what exactly do you want to say?" An officer asked.

Wang Youhong laughed once. "What do I want to say? What I want to say is, if the whole world rebelled now, and everyone wanted to rebel, I wouldn't say anything. But now, except for Anhui and Zhejiang, no one in this world is rebelling at all. Why should we Jiangsu people muddy this water? Moreover, some say the court is bad, but now the court is about to implement a constitution immediately. After the constitution, local gentry, and the relatives and friends of you brothers become parliament members, what they say will count. If you don't trust the court, you can trust your own fellow villagers and elders, right? We leave a good life unlived but insist on following the revolutionaries. Isn't this looking for trouble for ourselves?"

Listening to Wang Youhong's description of the future, the officers who were originally almost all like wood carvings and clay sculptures finally began to become active. Some subconsciously touched their chins, some frowned, some couldn't help touching the mustache on their upper lips, and some showed a look of restlessness.

Seeing his words had an effect, Wang Youhong said, "Brothers, I don't want everyone to do anything either. Since you are the New Army, at least you have the responsibility to protect the borders and comfort the people. If we let these Zhejiang fellows kill their way into our Jiangsu, do you think they will really commit no offense against the people? We honest people don't speak dark words; among the brothers present, I'm afraid some know these revolutionaries. If there are brothers who know them, you might as well send someone to persuade them not to attack our Jiangning. We Jiangsu people absolutely have no intention of attacking Zhejiang. Once this war starts, how many merchants won't be able to do business? If they want to get money, Shanghai is richer than our Jiangning. Why should the Zhejiang fellows seek far and neglect near, coming to attack our Jiangning?"

These words were spoken sincerely. The New Army officers and soldiers actually knew that up to now, whether it was the New Army Ninth Division or Zhang Xun's direct line, there was simply no plan to dispatch troops to Zhejiang. After the annihilation of Admiral of Jiangbei Wang Shizhen's entire army, the troop strength of the Jiangnan New Army and the New Army Ninth Division wasn't even enough to defend the whole of Jiangsu, let alone deal with the revolutionaries in Anhui to the west. Under this situation, where would they have the energy to deal with the Guangfu Society in Zhejiang?

Officers had already started whispering to each other, speaking of their worries in low voices. Wang Youhong was right; once fighting started in Jiangning, there would definitely be considerable losses. The New Army officers didn't realize that after clearing out people from other provinces, Jiangsu localism could quickly trigger resonance among officers of Jiangsu origin in the New Army.

Wang Youhong immediately struck while the iron was hot. "Brothers, if the People's Party attacks, let's not talk about whether we can beat them or not for now. But the Yue Wang Society once occupied Anqing; they were locals, yet they tossed Anqing into misery. Everyone hasn't unheard of what Anqing turned into. Let's not say anything else; could it be that you gentlemen will watch helplessly as the Zhejiang fellows toss Jiangning into that kind of appearance too? Watch helplessly as the Zhejiang fellows wrap up our Jiangsu's money and wealth and leave? Our Jiangsu people's money, no matter what, has to be spent by us Jiangsu people ourselves, right?"

The miserable state of Anqing under the rule of the Yue Wang Society had long spread throughout the Yangtze River basin; many merchants had seen it with their own eyes. If the Guangfu Society did this once in Jiangning too, the New Army officers of Jiangsu origin absolutely couldn't accept it.

"Commander Wang, what exactly is your idea?" This question was much friendlier.

Wang Youhong said loudly, "My idea is very simple. We are the New Army, so naturally we must protect the borders and comfort the people. The Guangfu Society wants to talk revolution? No problem. Wait until they take Shanghai, then we can talk with them. If they can't take Shanghai but take our Jiangning instead, don't you feel the Guangfu Society people will let everyone go attack Shanghai?"

The officers exchanged glances. An officer asked, "Commander Wang, what if the Guangfu Society refuses to leave our Jiangsu?"

Hearing this, Wang Youhong was overjoyed in his heart, but showed no joy on his face. He replied in an extremely inflammatory tone, "What to do? Brothers, everyone is the New Army, concentrating on drilling all day, training daily. Do you really feel you can't beat that rabble of the Guangfu Society? Could it be that just because that rabble shouts revolution with their mouths, everyone doesn't need to test how much weight they carry, and just obediently obey the Guangfu Society like this?"

Since the New Army were soldiers, their confrontation consciousness was naturally stronger than others. Wang Youhong's words thoroughly stirred up the fighting spirit of the New Army officers. Immediately an officer shouted, "That's right. If the Guangfu Society wants to be masters in our Jiangsu, they have to ask our New Army first."

Wang Youhong achieved great success. After a fierce dispute within the New Army, without the connection and incitement of revolutionaries from other provinces, and without the existence of New Army Ninth Division Commander Xu Shaozhen, the officers of the Second Battalion of the Thirty-sixth Regiment of the New Army Ninth Division expressed they wanted to "meet" the Guangfu Society. Even if other officers didn't want to fight with the Guangfu Society, they likewise didn't want to let the Guangfu Society enter and leave Jiangsu so easily and freely. Under the situation of high localist sentiment, the Thirty-sixth Regiment of the New Army Ninth Division waveringly stood on the opposite side of the Guangfu Society.

Zhang Xun was skeptical about Wang Youhong's report. In his view, the New Army were all revolutionaries, or at least the reserve team of the revolutionaries. Letting the New Army fight with the rebels was a good strategy, but inevitably a bit wishful thinking. Since this topic was very confidential, there were only Zhang Xun and Wang Youhong in the room.

"Admiral, this humble officer has words to say to Your Excellency. Please forgive this humble officer's crime of disrespect first," Wang Youhong said.

"Commander Wang, speak without reserve." Zhang Xun believed Wang Youhong was sincerely loyal to the court, so he was naturally quite tolerant.

"Admiral, now chaos parties are rising everywhere in the world. This humble officer feels that the court's inability to tolerate people is one of the reasons." Although Wang Youhong's tone was humble, the content was sharp.

Zhang Xun was a person of forthright character. Although he trusted Wang Youhong very much and had expressed his attitude beforehand, hearing these sharp words, his face still immediately became gloomy. Cold light shot from his pair of eyes.

Since Wang Youhong had mentioned this topic, naturally there was nothing more to fear. He completely ignored Zhang Xun's gaze that looked like he wanted to eat people and continued frankly, "Admiral, since the revolutionaries can incite the crowd, could it be what they say makes no sense? The court suffers repeated defeats, and various incidents emerge endlessly; the livelihood of the common people isn't easy. If we who are loyal to the court really want to be loyal to the court, we precisely cannot gloss over faults. The Empress Dowager Old Buddha works hard to promote the Westernization Movement and prepare for the constitution. Isn't it just to enrich the country and strengthen the army through these measures? To re-establish the Great Qing's prestige in the hearts of the common people. This humble officer feels that the more it is this kind of matter, the more we as subjects must keep the world calm. Let the benefits of these measures show. For the rebels, we naturally absolutely cannot let them off. But we cannot force people to rebel."

Zhang Xun pursed his lips tightly. Because his teeth were clenched tight, the muscles on his cheeks bulged high. Zhang Xun had two thick eyebrows and also grew two thick mustache whiskers. Because he was forcibly suppressing his agitation, his eyebrows and mustache seemed about to stand upside down, and they were still trembling slightly. Obviously, various thoughts were fighting fiercely in Zhang Xun's mind. After a long time, the expression on Zhang Xun's face relaxed. He said slowly in his Jiangxi mandarin, "In the Gengzi year (1900), the Eight-Nation Alliance fought into Beijing. I escorted the Emperor. After 'returning to the capital,' the Empress Dowager Old Buddha summoned me at the Hall of Benevolence and Longevity in the Summer Palace. I was moved at that time, and for a moment I even forgot my surname and name. At this time I only called out the word 'Subject' (Chen), then was tongue-tied and couldn't speak. Just then I looked up and saw the plaque on the hall written 'Hall of Benevolence and Longevity' (Renshou Dian), so I patted my chest, extended my thumb and said, Subject Renshou Dian..."

If it were someone else, they might be smiling along at this time. Wang Youhong just listened quietly; he knew Zhang Xun didn't need anyone to echo him at this time. He saw Zhang Xun sigh deeply before continuing, "At that time, the people in the hall wanted to laugh but dared not laugh. Logically speaking, this was a breach of etiquette and should be punished; even pushing me out to be beheaded wouldn't be strange. The Empress Dowager Old Buddha acted as if she didn't hear it, asked me a few sentences as if nothing had happened, and let me go back. People say a prime minister's belly can pole a boat; the Empress Dowager Old Buddha's breadth of mind is higher than mountains and deeper than seas. I, Zhang Xun, am loyal to the Old Buddha with no second heart. If it is for this world of the Great Qing, so what if I tolerate those bastards fooled by the revolutionaries?"

Just as Wang Youhong relaxed in his heart, he heard Zhang Xun say sternly, "I tolerate these bastards now, but it doesn't mean I will tolerate them going on like this in the future. Commander Wang, remember this clearly for me. If they still don't know how to restrain themselves and are not loyal to the court, I, Zhang Xun, will absolutely not let them off in the future."

"Admiral, this is not the time to create incidents. As long as the New Army and the rebels fight, whatever thoughts they have, we have to tolerate them. Now Anhui and Zhejiang are in great chaos, and our Jiangsu is attacked from two sides. If we ourselves are chaotic too, then from Hubei to Shanghai, the court will no longer have a foothold along the river. Admiral understands righteousness deeply and is loyal to the court. If it's just for a moment of pleasure but ruins the court's major affairs, we are all sinners of the court." Wang Youhong spoke extremely crisply.

Zhang Xun nodded. "Just follow Commander Wang's method. If the New Army fights the rebels effectively, I will absolutely not be stingy with rewards."

Hearing Zhang Xun say the most crucial words, Wang Youhong finally put his heart back in his belly. Only Rui Fang and Zhang Xun could give rewards to the New Army legitimately. Even if Rui Fang gave rewards, he couldn't make the New Army officers and soldiers submit. The most suitable candidate remaining was naturally Zhang Xun. And if Zhang Xun didn't sincerely understand the reason for giving rewards, he would inevitably bring out dissatisfaction, which would be worse than not rewarding at all.

Wang Youhong's idea was that no matter how much he wasted his tongue, he had to make Zhang Xun abandon his prejudice against the New Army out of consideration for the overall situation. Unexpectedly, Zhang Xun himself understood the key to the matter so quickly. This breadth of mind made Wang Youhong very happy.

After the two determined these basic points, Zhang Xun was somewhat doubtful whether the New Army would fight the rebels. Wang Youhong had great confidence in this. He believed that within three days of the New Army leaving the city for defense, they would definitely start a war with the rebels. However, the progress of events was far faster than imagined. News came back the next day: the Second Battalion of the Thirty-sixth Regiment of the New Army continuously defeated three groups of invading rebels. Wang Youhong's prediction came true; not only was he happy, but Zhang Xun was also quite excited. Worried that this was news fabricated by the New Army, Zhang Xun sent people to investigate and go to the battlefield to check. The news sent back repeatedly verified that the Second Battalion indeed engaged in fierce field combat with the enemy; at least forty-odd rebels died, and more than thirty captives were caught.

"Interrogate the captives quickly." Zhang Xun bit the word "interrogate" loudly and heavily.
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Chapter 13: The Guangfu Society Strikes (7)

"What? Are you sure it was the New Army and not the Patrol Battalion?" Tao Chengzhang shouted almost roaring. Veins popped up on his forehead, and his expression looked quite ferocious.

The change in the situation was truly beyond Tao Chengzhang's expectations. Although Zhang Xun slaughtered revolutionaries heavily in the New Army, Xu Xilin always believed the New Army was still willing to revolutionize. He never imagined that the first opponent encountered in attacking Nanjing city would actually be the New Army, not the River Defense Battalion responsible for defense work.

"It was indeed the New Army." The vanguard troops who fled back also had faces full of inexplicable grief and indignation. Before dispatching troops this time, the Guangfu Society always believed the New Army would defect to the revolution. Suffering a fierce blow from the New Army was also greatly beyond these people's expectations.

Tao Chengzhang calmed himself. Even after getting confirmation, he still couldn't believe this fact. "How exactly did you start fighting with the New Army?" Tao Chengzhang pursued.

"This..." The vanguard troops who fled back immediately hemmed and hawed a bit. However, there were also quick-witted ones among them, who immediately defended, "We saw the New Army setting up checkpoints on the road, so we went up to ask them to join the revolution. As a result, these people opened fire on us indiscriminately."

"Right, those people in the New Army are simply Manchu Qing people. They agreed to defect to the revolution, but their words didn't count at all."

"Commander Tao, the New Army deceived us."

Listening to these people criticizing the "betrayal" of the New Army all at once, Tao Chengzhang suddenly felt an impulse. He clenched his fists tightly to stop himself from rushing up and giving this group of vanguards a round of slaps.

The group fighting as the vanguard for the Guangfu Society were not the Guangfu Army, but secret societies from various places. Tao Chengzhang had issued an order that anyone who dared to take the lead would be heavily rewarded. This stimulated the local secret societies; there were always people who considered themselves brave and battle-wise. These people took the lead and walked in front. Presumably, they thought the New Army was the insider, and as long as they raised the banner of the Guangfu Society, the New Army would defect cheerfully. When the facts didn't develop as they thought, these people pushed all their resentment onto the New Army.

"Where are those New Army soldiers now? Which battalion's banner were they flying?" Tao Chengzhang asked. Regardless of who the New Army opening fire on the opposite side was, since the other side dared to make a move, the matter definitely wouldn't end well.

"This... everyone retreated fast, didn't see." The vanguard troops who fled back spoke very implicitly.

Tao Chengzhang felt he couldn't ask any further. It wasn't that he was worried he couldn't ask anything out of these vanguard troops, but Tao Chengzhang didn't know what he would say if he asked further.

"Commander Tao, you must avenge us. Those New Army soldiers struck too ruthlessly." These people didn't feel Tao Chengzhang's mood at all, but kept clamoring for revenge.

"I know. You go down first. Those injured hurry to the medical camp to treat injuries." Tao Chengzhang could still suppress his emotions. And mentioning the medical camp, this leader of the Guangfu Society felt much better in his heart. The People's Party didn't break their promise; the medical team caught up before the main force of the Guangfu Society arrived at Nanjing.

Having finally sent these people down, Tao Chengzhang immediately called the cadres responsible for liaising with the New Army. They were all officers from the New Army; before the war, they were asked to go and contact the New Army.

"Duke Tao, Zhang Xun has blockaded the roads now. It is really difficult for us to make contact. And the Patrol Battalions guarding various places arrest anyone without a queue as soon as they see them. We have already lost several comrades." The liaison cadre kept complaining. Most of the Ninth Division New Army had cut their queues, especially the progressive officers inclined towards the revolutionary party. Usually, this was their pride, but now it became their fatal wound.

"Is there not a bit of news?" Tao Chengzhang also felt the situation was quite thorny. In this Nanjing campaign, the Guangfu Society believed that even if the New Army wouldn't rise up immediately, they would at least stay neutral. But Zhang Xun guarded the various passes extremely strictly, and not a bit of news leaked out.

While they were talking, several common people suddenly barged in from outside. These people were sweating profusely and panting heavily, which startled Tao Chengzhang and the others. Looking closely, they were the comrades sent out to contact the New Army. Ignoring whether these people's actions were rude, Tao Chengzhang and the others asked quickly, "Did you make contact?"

After panting for a while, these people recovered their breath slightly. They answered anxiously, "Duke Tao, something big has happened. The New Army Commander Lord Xu Shaozhen was forced to take a regiment of troops to Wuhu, saying they were needed to defend Wuhu and guard against the People's Party attacking Nanjing from both sides. The other troops have all fallen into Zhang Xun's hands. Moreover, we risked death to sneak into the military camp, but heard comrades in the New Army say a rumor is spreading inside the New Army now. It says we are attacking Nanjing because we have no money, and because we are afraid of the foreigners and dare not attack Shanghai, so we come to attack Nanjing."

Hearing this news, Tao Chengzhang couldn't help widening his eyes. Before he could ask, the returning comrades continued, "Quite a few people in the New Army believed this. They all said on what basis do Zhejiang people come to rob Jiangsu people's money. Some also said that if the Guangfu Society can conquer Shanghai and then come to attack Nanjing, only then will they be willing to surrender. Otherwise, please let our Guangfu Society go back to Zhejiang first."

Tao Chengzhang wasn't angry at these localist words. He had seen so many people; Tao Chengzhang had heard words even more magical than this. "Which unit exactly fought with us?" This was what Tao Chengzhang cared about most.

"What? Already started fighting?" The comrades who went to contact were greatly surprised. After listening to other comrades' explanations, these comrades thought for a while, "It should be the Thirty-sixth Regiment. Their officers were taken away by Zhang Xun. When we went, we didn't see their people."

"Good, it's good to know who it is. No matter what they say, we must conquer Nanjing city this time!" Tao Chengzhang said loudly.

"Duke Tao, how do we fight?" Comrades of New Army origin still couldn't accept the Guangfu Society fighting the New Army head-on for a moment.

"Whoever blocks in front of us, we fight them." Tao Chengzhang answered very crisply.

Tao Chengzhang was not a person who dragged things out. Having determined the fighting method, he immediately began to organize the attack. The Nanjing area is long from north to south and narrow from east to west, oriented directly north-south; the straight-line distance from north to south is 150 kilometers, the width from east to west in the middle is 50-70 kilometers, and the width from east to west at the north and south ends is about 30 kilometers. The south is a geomorphic complex composed of low mountains, hillocks, river valley plains, lakeside plains, and riparian lands. The Guangfu Society took the route along the river this time. If they took the mountain passes in the south, the Guangfu Society, lacking artillery, would find it difficult to implement a breakthrough. Although the water system in the riparian area was crisscrossed, it was a plain after all. Fighting enemies there, the Guangfu Society's troop strength could be fully utilized.

Since the attack was decided, the main force of the Guangfu Society began to march. Soon, the road along the river was occupied by a large number of the Restoration Army. At this time, news of the war had long spread around Nanjing. There were no pedestrians on the road at all, which reduced the effort of checking suspicious characters.

Lieutenant Colonel Remington Churchill was the captain of the British Far East Fleet's HMS *Hind*. Roughly the same as other captains, Remington's official position was bought. The system of selling official posts in the tradition of the Royal Navy had a long history; not only the Navy, but the Army units were also the same. As long as one was willing to give money, after getting the official position, one could act as the commander of various units. In this colonial era, don't look down on these official positions. Through wars and various interventions, officers could make a big fortune through various means and spoils of war. The money for buying the official post could easily be earned back. As for war, in front of the invincible British, were there any real enemies? Moreover, as long as the deputy captain and the first officer were capable soldiers, it was fine. As a captain, as a commander, what was needed more was diplomatic skills and a business mind.

Recently, the situation in the Yangtze River basin changed quickly, and the British Far East Fleet had to strengthen its patrols on the Yangtze River. China's Yangtze River basin was the British sphere of influence; on this point, the British would absolutely not be sloppy in the slightest. However, before Lieutenant Colonel Remington set off, the headquarters also had instructions not to intervene in China's civil war for the time being. The Fleet Commander's instruction was very clear: "Recently, the Qing government's attitude towards Britain is very tough. In this period, wait until the Manchu Qing government can't deal with the rebels, and they will automatically beg at the door of the British Empire."

Lieutenant Colonel Remington agreed with this instruction very much. But he also had his own views.

After receiving the order to carry out the patrol mission, Lieutenant Colonel Remington showed a style different from the past. He rarely stayed in his comfortable captain's cabin but often appeared at the command post. He would even appear on the lookout post, holding a telescope to observe both sides of the Yangtze River.

When the long team of the Guangfu Society appeared on the riverbank road, Lieutenant Colonel Remington was observing them through the telescope. Soon, Lieutenant Colonel Remington returned to his post. He issued an order to the deputy captain very relaxed. "Open fire on those people!"

"What?" The deputy captain wondered if he heard wrong. Leaving aside that this was the first time Lieutenant Colonel Remington issued a combat order, this order was really quite unexpected.

"What did you say?" The deputy captain asked.

"Open fire on those yellow monkeys, did you hear clearly?" Lieutenant Colonel Remington replied.

"Why?" The deputy captain asked almost subconsciously.

"Why? Because I am the captain." Lieutenant Colonel Remington gave a clear answer.

"But they haven't issued any provocation to us." The deputy captain was still puzzled. The headquarters didn't want to participate in China's civil war now. Although the deputy captain had long seen those armed forces walking on the riverbank, except for looking at the warship curiously like others, they didn't have the slightest hostile behavior.

"I don't like the look of them, so I fire a few shots at them. Do you think there's a problem? Does the British Empire need a reason to fire on Chinese people? Mr. Deputy Captain, are you joking with me?" Lieutenant Colonel Remington asked in surprise.

Although he had doubts in his heart, Lieutenant Colonel Remington's explanation wasn't wrong. In Asia, the British Empire could fire on whoever it wanted to fire on. The only thing the deputy captain worried about was that it was hard to explain to the headquarters. The headquarters naturally couldn't know about the warship firing on its own, but the replenishment of shells would be hard to hide.

But Lieutenant Colonel Remington's demeanor clearly showed that he was determined to fire. As a deputy captain, discussion with the captain was only possible on major issues concerning life and death, and firing on Chinese people obviously wasn't work within this category. Lieutenant Colonel Remington Churchill came from a big background and had deep backing. The deputy captain felt there was no need for him to disobey his order.

Feeling puzzled on one hand, the deputy captain began to issue instructions on the other. Soon, the various gun positions on the destroyer began to adjust rapidly. After another moment, the main gun on the HMS *Hind* spewed out flames. The shell whistled and flew towards the marching column of the Guangfu Society.
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The sudden shelling instantly disrupted the marching formation of the Guangfu Society. Lieutenant Colonel Remington saw clearly from the bridge: the long snake-like column first paused for a moment after the shelling began, and in the blink of an eye, centering on the impact points of the shells, the entire column scattered like a frightened colony of ants.

The main and secondary guns on the warship opened fire fully. The rate of fire was not fast; every shell was fired towards the dense crowd. In less than ten minutes, more than forty shells were fired.

"Cease fire!" Lieutenant Colonel Remington ordered. The destroyer didn't carry a large amount of ammunition. Although he had his own ideas, Lieutenant Colonel Remington knew that if he fired all the shells, he wouldn't be able to report back to the base when he returned.

The shelling stopped instantly. Although it couldn't be heard clearly on the bridge, the miserable cries of wounded soldiers on the riverbank and the screams of those fleeing could be faintly heard. With a sneer mixed with smugness on his face, Lieutenant Colonel Remington ordered the warship to advance at full speed. Breaking through the surface of the Yangtze River, the warship's speed increased very quickly.

"Deputy Captain, is that a Red Cross flag?" Lieutenant Colonel Remington asked suddenly.

The deputy captain also raised his telescope. In the chaotic crowd on the riverbank, people wearing white military medical uniforms were running towards the shelling point under the lead of a white flag with a red cross. Against the background of chaos, this Red Cross flag was so eye-catching that the deputy captain suddenly wanted to order the warship to go back and see what was happening.

"It is indeed the Red Cross flag of the Medical Society. Could it be that there are foreigners among these Chinese rebels?" the deputy captain replied. The British also used the Red Cross flag in their medical department, so this symbol was quite familiar to the people on the warship.

The sneer on Lieutenant Colonel Remington's face disappeared. This discovery was truly beyond his expectations. If other foreign powers had intervened in China's civil war first, then the efficiency of the British intelligence department would inevitably be too low.

"Go to Nanjing and dock." Lieutenant Colonel Remington issued the order.

The blow given by the shelling to the Guangfu Society was too heavy. Although there were only forty-odd shells, they caused hundreds of casualties in an instant. In the troops, the ones most stimulated were the artillery members of the People's Party troops. The five-hundred-man aid team included not only medical personnel and guard troops but also members of technical arms such as artillery and surveyors. The People's Party was already a force that paid great attention to military training. Although the artillery units didn't have many shells, they tried their best to maintain live-fire shooting. To improve the troops' feeling for the battlefield, when artillery conducted live-fire training, infantry also tried to experience it as much as possible.

The high level of the British warship's shelling left the artillerymen in the troops dumbfounded. Under direct aiming conditions, the speed of fire and the precision of the impact points were something the People's Party artillerymen couldn't even achieve in their wildest imagination, let alone hit such a level themselves. Everyone swallowed their saliva and looked at each other. On the faces of other comrades, the artillerymen seemed to see the word "inconceivable."

Regardless of how the People's Party viewed this shelling, the Guangfu Society troops were completely in chaos. Some were scared into fleeing far away, while others were inexplicably grief-stricken and indignant, shouldering their guns and wanting to chase up to shoot at the British ship. But the ship on the river surface looked like it wasn't moving fast, yet it broke through the river surface going against the current, and soon left the Guangfu Society warriors relying on two legs far behind.

Tao Chengzhang and others were lucky not to be in the firing range, but with the entire marching column in such chaos, he knew they simply couldn't continue marching. Having no choice, Tao Chengzhang could only order the troops to return to the starting point.

After a lot of tossing about, the troops finally returned to the starting point. Tao Chengzhang immediately convened a military meeting. Although cadres gathered continuously, no one spoke. Cadres who hadn't seen the miserable state of the shelling location all had looks of confusion. The intervention of the British was truly unexpected; the sudden appearance of a strong enemy left the Guangfu Society feeling at a loss. Cadres who had seen the miserable state of the shelling location had a kind of grief and indignation besides confusion. With flesh and blood flying and severed limbs and broken bodies at the shelling point, the vast majority of Guangfu Society cadres instinctively vomited due to the thick smell of blood. War far exceeded the imagination of these cadres. These people either had pale faces or stiffened their bodies subconsciously; some even started biting their nails in public. The slight creaking sounds finally gave the venue some noise.

"We won't go by the riverside," Tao Chengzhang suppressed the shock in his heart and said in as calm a voice as possible. "We will avoid the British warships and attack from the south."

"Duke Tao, the British fired on us. Could it be that the foreigners in Shanghai are preparing to attack our Zhejiang?" A cadre asked with a trembling voice.

Hearing this, many cadres couldn't help shivering. They were not afraid of the Qing army because before setting off, Guangfu Society comrades in Shanghai had also inquired about the news of the Shanghai Qing army. The Shanghai Qing army was startled three times a day and only thought about self-preservation now; they had no plan to move out at all. But these comrades were not clear about the movements of the foreigners.

Looking at the terrified comrades, Tao Chengzhang knew he must speak. If he allowed the atmosphere of panic to spread, let alone attacking Nanjing, he feared the team would dare to scatter on its own. Suppressing the uneasiness in his heart, Tao Chengzhang said, "I said long ago, when we start the revolution, if foreigners do not come to help the Manchus, we will treat them all with courtesy. Where our military force reaches, whether they are missionaries, merchants, or travelers in China, they must be protected well; or if they do not wish to live long in the place where we are fighting, we will send them out of the border. When we have pacified the Manchus, we will establish treaties of special preferential treatment; no matter which country, interests will be shared equally. If someone helps the Manchus, not to mention foreigners, the more they are Han traitor spies, the more we must kill them to extinction. Foreigners go without saying. But what we kill are foreigners who fight us."

This was the content in the "Statutes of the Longhua Society," which most of the attending cadres had read. Hearing Tao Chengzhang repeat it like this, quite a few people understood in their hearts. Tao Chengzhang's attitude was very clear: "If you want war, I will give you war."

But one warship gave the Guangfu Society such a big blow. If they continued to fight...

"Comrades, British warships can't drive onto the shore no matter what. If we encounter British ships by going along the river, then we won't go along the river. I said just now, avoid British ships and attack from the south."

"What if the British come ashore to fight us?" Cadres were quite worried about the British sending troops.

Hearing these timid words, Tao Chengzhang roared in anger, "If they fight us, we fight them! What are you afraid of? So many hundreds of brothers were killed and wounded by the British; are we just going to pretend we didn't see it?"

After saying this, Tao Chengzhang stood up abruptly. "From the moment I dedicated myself to the revolution, I, Tao Chengzhang, have never been afraid of death. Whoever is afraid of death, stand out for me and get out with your people right now. My Guangfu Society cannot tolerate cowards who fear death!"

Xu Xilin originally had thousands of thoughts in his heart too. Hearing Tao Chengzhang roar like this, a surge of hot blood also rushed up. He also stood up abruptly. "Being killed by the Manchu Qing is a death; being killed by foreigners is also a death. Anyway, it's all death; what is there to fear? If you gentlemen are afraid, then follow behind our Guangfu Army Dare-to-Die Corps and let us go first. Whether it's the Manchu Qing or foreign devils, whoever blocks in front of us, either we die or they die! This battle must be fought!"

The crowd was originally indecisive and lost their bearings. Seeing Tao Chengzhang and Xu Xilin make up their minds, the original fear went away, and fierce courage immediately gained the upper hand. Cadres stood up one after another and shouted, "Fight! Fight them! Avenge our brothers!"

The Restoration Army adjusted the direction of attack. The troops chose a route far from the riverbank and re-selected the attack route from the southeast direction. This shelling not only didn't suppress the offensive spirit of the Guangfu Society, but because they completely lost their scruples, after the troops reorganized their mentality, the will to fight became even stronger.

The next day, under the leadership of Xu Xilin, the Guangfu Army Dare-to-Die Corps mixed with other troops daring to fight continued to advance towards Nanjing. The first to confront them were the troops led by Wang Youhong.

Wang Youhong was not just a talker. After he did his best to make the various Manchu Qing troops in Nanjing reach a consensus to hold fast to Nanjing and resist the Guangfu Army's attack as much as possible, he personally led the troops to the front line. The mixed force under his command was not only the River Defense Battalion but also troops from the New Army Ninth Division.

The Ninth Division had infantry, cavalry, artillery, engineer, and logistics branches, as well as medical, balloon, military band, and telecommunications teams. Compared with the old armies of that time, namely the Eight Banners and Green Standard Army, it could be called complete. The infantry's firearms were mostly purchased from foreign countries, including Japanese Type 38s, German Mausers, and a small number of Hanyang-made rifles. The artillery used by the artillery corps included Japanese flat-trajectory guns and German recoil-operated guns.

The Ninth Division was rated for 12,512 men. (Town means Division) It governed the Seventeenth and Eighteenth Brigades. The Seventeenth Brigade governed the Thirty-third and Thirty-fourth Infantry Regiments; the Eighteenth Brigade governed the Thirty-fifth and Thirty-sixth Regiments; there were also one Cavalry Regiment and one Artillery Regiment, plus Engineer and Logistics Battalions; later there were three Gendarmerie Battalions, with a Gendarmerie Commander established.

New Army Ninth Division Commander Xu Shaozhen was "exiled" to Wuhu. When he left, he took away the Thirty-third Regiment with the most revolutionaries. The remaining Thirty-fourth, Thirty-fifth, and Thirty-sixth Regiments all fell under Wang Youhong's command.

Learning that the Restoration Army was lunging menacingly from the southeast, Wang Youhong took the Thirty-sixth Regiment and stood at the front. He set up a position on a hill blocking the main road. The balloon of the Balloon Observation Unit rose high. After this behemoth rose into the sky, even the New Army soldiers who often saw observation balloons couldn't help looking up. The encouragement to morale was undoubted.

On the opposite side, the gathering Guangfu Army troops seemed to turn a blind eye. Under the leadership of officers, the Guangfu Army soldiers raised their weapons and launched the first round of assault.

Wang Youhong was right on the front line. He drew his command saber with a swoosh and shouted, "Fire!"
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"Charge!" With the command, the Guangfu Society assault team charged straight body at the Qing positions opposite them. The Qing troops were arranged in platoons, forming multiple dense fire points along a single line. Each combat unit was separated by a dozen meters. Ten meters behind the first line were machine gun positions, and ten meters behind those, Qing troops crouched together in groups of ten, rifles leveled forward. Black Island Ren, the Political Commissar of the medical team's combat unit, watched clearly through his binoculars. Although it was a defensive position, such a position looked uniform and orderly. It had a flavor of strict discipline.

Beside Black Island Ren, the commanders of the medical team's guard unit all raised their monoculars. Their expressions were grave; everyone knew that let alone the Guangfu Army, even if the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army suddenly launched a charge against such an array, the casualties would absolutely not be small. It was even highly possible that they would pay a huge price in casualties and still fail to break through these Qing troops frontally. Even so, the commanders of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army remained silent. It was absolutely useless to gesticulate at the Guangfu Society. At the general meeting, Black Island Ren had required all comrades of the medical team to absolutely not say anything unrelated to medicine, so as to avoid any unnecessary misunderstandings.

Moreover, the commanders of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army actually had some thoughts of their own; they wanted to see the combat effectiveness of this Qing army formation. Even if the guiding thoughts of combat were inconsistent, no one could guarantee they wouldn't encounter this situation in the future. If the People's Party had to forcefully charge such a position, how could they achieve the maximum effect? Without seeing the Qing army's performance with their own eyes, the commanders of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army had no certainty in their hearts.

"Why do the various Qing units keep such a distance between them?" a junior commander of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army couldn't help but ask. In the People's Party's squad and platoon tactics, the distance between unit positions wasn't this large. A company of over two hundred people could form a continuous front of over two hundred meters.

"It's hard to observe and command if they don't separate. Such an overly neat formation will definitely become chaotic once engaged in close quarters," an intermediate commander whispered in reply. "That's why our commanders are all on the front line. Look at the Qing commanders."

Through the binoculars, it was clear that the Qing commanders were all behind the soldiers. The commanders of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army coincided in thinking of snipers. In the recent major reorganization of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army, every platoon had selected sharpshooters. Every company had snipers. In battle, they could opt out of volley fire on the front line and had the small flexibility of prioritizing fire on enemy commanders. Everyone couldn't help but look at Political Commissar Black Island Ren. Black Island Ren didn't make a sound. He didn't even put down his binoculars. Other comrades also raised their binoculars to continue watching this battle.

The 9th Division of the New Army was indeed well-trained. Before the enemy entered range, even though the Guangfu Army charged over, they didn't fire. The Guangfu Army didn't have many bullets and had even less formation training, so they couldn't play any marching fire. They had to kill their way close to the enemy before they could attack. Just as they rushed to the pre-designated firing area before departure, the roar of artillery came from behind the Qing positions. Shells streaked through the air with a characteristic sharp whistle, exploding into balls of dirt, stone, and smoke on the ground. Although the timing was accurate, the landing points of the shells really couldn't be complimented; of the dozen shells, not one hit the Guangfu Society's assault formation. The distribution of impact points was huge. Everyone had seen the ferocious shelling of the British warships yesterday; compared to that, the Qing army was too child's play.

The actual effect of the shelling wasn't great, but it caused a lot of psychological pressure on the Guangfu Society fighters. clearly, some accelerated their charge, while others went a bit weak in the knees. Before the Guangfu Army raised their rifles, the 9th Division's formation began to open fire on the opposing Guangfu Army.

Amidst the pervasive gunpowder smoke and the bean-popping sound of gunfire, Guangfu Army soldiers were hit one after another. Those not hit began to return fire without fear. The result of a dense Qing team exchanging fire with a scattered Guangfu Society didn't even need to be looked at. Junior commanders of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army had already put down their binoculars, straining to gaze at this tragic scene. When facing death, these fighters still pulled triggers at the enemy, then reloaded amidst flying bullets, attempting to shoot at the enemy again. Bullets crowded these fearless fighters, freezing their movements in the moment they were hit, or flipping them backwards due to the impact. Even so, not a single person fled. On the contrary, some fighters even stopped reloading, roaring as they rushed towards the Qing ranks, only to be knocked to the ground by the enemy's volley.

"Fight well!" The junior commanders felt almost as if they were experiencing it themselves, unable to stop themselves from shouting loudly. Even if the outcome of death in battle wouldn't be reversed, the fighting spirit shown by the Guangfu Society gave these commanders a huge stimulation. Even the soldiers of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army, who had fought dozens of battles big and small, had never experienced such a disparity in strength between enemy and self.

No matter how intense the battle, the huge gap in strength had long determined the result of this charge. The wounds of these fighters were all on the front; not a single person died from a wound in the back.

"Commissar Black!" some commanders shouted. Unknowingly, their eyes had turned red.

Black Island Ren put down his binoculars. His lips were also trembling slightly. The troops sent here were all quite combat-experienced; to protect the doctors and nurses of the medical team, the troops had to have combat effectiveness. Such tragic solemnity made Black Island Ren inevitably think of the Japanese evaluation of the Chinese army after the First Sino-Japanese War: surrendering, fleeing, unable to withstand a single blow. Whether they couldn't withstand a single blow, Black Island Ren couldn't be sure, but everything before his eyes thoroughly pulverized those mockings. Even if it was only the fighters who had already sacrificed themselves before his eyes, Chinese soldiers or fighters engaged in war indeed possessed bravery, fearlessness, and a spirit and attitude of regarding death as returning home.

If he didn't help these true fighters, Black Island Ren felt he couldn't bear it in his heart.

Black Island Ren made up his mind. He walked towards Xu Xilin not far away. Xu Xilin's eyes flashed with sharp light as he commanded his subordinates for a second charge. The morale of the Guangfu Society hadn't been crushed by this blow; on the contrary, the Guangfu Society was seething with fighting will. "It seems the Manchu military strength is all here. Go around behind them and launch an attack."

"Mr. Xu, let us go one way too."

"Mr. Xu, we'll attack frontally."

People kept asking for orders to attack. They seemed completely unaware of what life-and-death tests such a battle would entail, just wanting to stand out and participate in the battle.

Black Island Ren pushed through the crowd to Xu Xilin. "Mr. Xu, we want to help operate the artillery. Do you think that's okay?"

In the Hangzhou campaign, the Guangfu Society had captured some cannons, but at the start of this campaign, there were no artillerymen who knew how to shoot. In several test firings, they even lost a cannon. Now only two cannons had been brought up, and after tinkering for a long time, they hadn't figured out a method.

"No need to help, the cannons are handed over to you. Relying on those people simply won't solve the problem." Xu Xilin didn't care at all right now if Black Island Ren was People's Party or not. He ordered the messenger officer to lead Black Island Ren to the artillery.

The Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army artillery unit divided into two teams. One team began looking for an artillery position, and the other began inspecting the cannons. The cannons turned out to be Gruson 57mm mountain guns. It could be seen that no one had maintained or repaired the cannons for a long time. The gun barrel was cleaner due to transport, but the dust and rust inside the muzzle, and the accumulated grime in every crevice, proved the cannons had many problems. The artillerymen of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army dismantled the cannons with tools. Fortunately, the parts were neither missing nor damaged. It was just that they hadn't been cleaned after multiple firings, and the grime caused many parts to malfunction.

Before coming this time, the various branches of the unit had prepared quite fully, with a complete set of repair and cleaning tools. According to the regulations trained many times, the unit began to clean the cannons. Big and small hog bristle brushes dipped in oil began to tidy up various parts of the cannons. Simple rust removal, grime removal, wiping, oiling—after a series of procedures, the parts of the cannons were reassembled.

During this process, the artillery position had long been chosen. Behind a small hillock was a flat piece of land. It wasn't exactly very flat, but it was relatively close to the Qing army. After hastily building gun emplacements with sandbags, the surveyors had roughly measured the distance. The 57mm mountain gun was the artillery piece the People's Party had captured the most of. The troops were extremely proficient in training with it on weekdays. After adjusting the firing data, test firing began.

The Qing army obviously hadn't expected the Guangfu Army to have artillery here too. When the first shell traced a long trajectory and landed in front of the Qing position, signs of fluctuation finally appeared on the orderly Qing position. Xu Xilin clearly felt this change. He hurriedly asked, "Is there news from the comrades attacking on the two flanks?"

This time the troops were divided into three routes, preparing to attack simultaneously. To catch the Qing army off guard as much as possible. Now that the artillery had deterred the enemy, there was now a possibility to prepare for an attack.

"No news yet," someone replied. Just regarding speaking, another muffled sound was heard, followed by the sound of a shell whistling through the air. The comrades of the Guangfu Society held their breath and focused, all looking towards the enemy's position. This time the shell landed directly into the Qing position.

"Holy crap!" The observing artillery team captain suddenly shouted. This shell was unbiased and landed exactly in the open space between the New Army units. Although it blew up a large cloud of dust and gray smoke, the artillery captain still discovered one thing: why the New Army formed formations in units of about ten meters.

Originally everyone thought such a layout was to solve problems of observation field and troop movement. Now the artillery captain discovered that, let alone heavy artillery shells, the shells of the 57mm gun couldn't cause any particularly effective killing to enemies outside a ten-meter diameter circle. And the spacing between the various dense Qing units was about ten meters. Unless directly hitting the enemy, or the shell was very close to the enemy, otherwise it couldn't effectively kill the enemy. Watching the shell explode on the position, practically the killing effect might not necessarily be much greater than a direct grenade attack.

If there were enough guns and enough shells, a coverage fire mode wouldn't be impossible. The problem was there were only two guns, and less than fifty shells. God knows how the Guangfu Society considered artillery. this bit of firepower simply wasn't enough to produce a fatal result.

clearly, the artillery captain of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army slightly misunderstood the Qing army's fighting will. When the shell accurately hit the Qing position, what the artillery captain saw was "unable to effectively constitute killing." What the Qing army saw was "unable to effectively avoid shells." This shell didn't hurt anyone; that was luck. What about the next shell? The one after that?

Just at this moment, a sharp whistle came from the air again. The Qing army felt a start in their hearts, but then discovered it was their own artillery starting to bombard. The target was naturally the opponent's artillery position. Firing was easy; the problem was that no one could see where the shots were coming from, so they had to bombard randomly. During the Qing bombardment, the Guangfu Society's shells also began to return fire.

Also at this moment, several fireworks suddenly rose from both sides of the Qing position. This was the signal. The Guangfu Society teams attacking on the two flanks had arrived at the agreed location.

Xu Xilin shouted, "Brothers of the Zhu family, charge! Avenge our brothers!"

The Guangfu Army's dare-to-die squads did not hesitate at all. Following the order, they charged towards the Qing position again without looking back.

The artillerymen of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army also had no way to discuss in detail. "Fire half the shells out," the artillery captain ordered.

Both sides' artillery began to fire vigorously. The Guangfu Society charged forward regardless of everything. Relying on a chest full of fearless momentum, the Guangfu Army got closer and closer to the Qing army. Although there were only two cannons on the Guangfu Society side, every shell hit the Qing position. The Qing army, which had originally been trying its best to maintain strict order, began to waver. Many people's gun muzzles were no longer pointed forward; after subconsciously shrinking into their bodies, the position of the rifle was no longer an issue of concern.

This round of attack quickly entered the stage of rifle exchange. when the dense sound of shooting rang out again, Xu Xilin stared wide-eyed at the front line.
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"Five-round clips can definitely open a breach!" facing the intense battle, Black Island Ren tried to lower his voice as much as possible. No matter how he suppressed his voice, the uncontrollable slight trembling still betrayed Black Island Ren's emotions.

This battle unfolded on the flat ground between two hills. The fighting between the Guangfu Society and the New Army was extremely fierce. Not long after the start of the second attack, the slaughter had already reached a white-hot stage. The 9th Division of the New Army was indeed well-trained, but their equipment was really insufficient. The number of Hanyang Type 88 rifles that could load five rounds was too small. Most importantly, this unit had completely no concept of direct aim. After the Qing army's three ranks of fire, the Guangfu Army's offensive momentum didn't diminish in the slightest. The Guangfu Army simply ignored their comrades falling in front, shouting as they continued to rush forward, reaching an extremely close distance in moments.

The Guangfu Army's dare-to-die squads focused on using bombs. On this point, the People's Party was even more so; they paid great attention to the use of grenades in battle. The Guangfu Army charged close to the Qing army, and bombs flew into the Qing ranks trailing sparks. The gunners following behind also continued to shoot at the Qing army. Because the distance was very close, even if the direct aiming level was terrible, as long as the muzzle direction and angle didn't deviate, they could always hit the enemy. Regardless of whether the wound location was fatal or not, the enemy would lose fighting capability. The originally orderly formation also showed great chaos.

This was already a critical moment. Black Island Ren, who had participated in a dozen battles, saw clearly that whether shooting or throwing bombs, as long as they could increase the firepower a bit more, as long as a few more volleys of bullets or a round of grenades came, the Qing army's formation would definitely be completely smashed. Then it would be close-quarters melee combat. The number of fighters in the Guangfu Society holding cold weapons was not small. The Qing army's rifles didn't have bayonets attached. Fighting with unbayoneted rifles against shining cold weapons, the result could be imagined. The People's Party had achieved complete victory like this in many battles.

But Black Island Ren was disappointed. The 9th Division of the New Army being called the Nanyang Model Army wasn't an empty reputation. Even in such a critical moment, the troops of the 9th Division could actually continue to load bullets and maintain a minimum volley fire. At this time, the accuracy was naturally extremely poor, but the volley could still knock down the Guangfu Army fighters charging at the very front. Even if a few Guangfu Army fighters had rushed in front of the 9th Division New Army and attacked the New Army soldiers fiercely with the weapons in their hands, their numbers were too few to cause a decisive impact on the war situation.

Black Island Ren saw with his own eyes a Guangfu Army fighter thrust a long spear into a Qing soldier's lower abdomen. In severe pain, that Qing soldier grabbed the spear shaft with force. The Guangfu Army fighter tried to pull out the long spear but simply couldn't do it. Just in this moment, several Qing soldiers who had finished loading bullets pressed their muzzles against this Guangfu Army fighter's chest and fired. This brave fighter was penetrated by several bullets. He first stiffened as if struck by lightning, then limply fell to the ground.

Such scenes played out repeatedly. The distance between the two armies became closer and closer, but every step the front line approached meant the Guangfu Army had to pay the price of a dozen lives. Meanwhile, shouting and gunfire also appeared on the two flanks of the Qing army. The flanking Guangfu Army troops had also begun to attack.

Black Island Ren had mixed feelings in his heart. Seeing through the Qing army's combat level, Black Island Ren roughly figured out a way to fight. But looking at it this time, the Guangfu Army's desperate attacks probably would find it hard to achieve the goal of defeating the Qing army. Just at this moment, the booming of the two cannons suddenly stopped. Since just now, the Guangfu Army's only two cannons had played a big role. Not referring to real lethality, but referring to the morale boost for the Guangfu Army's attack, as well as the blow to the Qing army's morale. The Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army's artillery shooting level was so-so, but at least every shell exploded on the Qing position. This was also the fundamental reason why the Guangfu Army only had to face the very front line troops of the Qing army.

When the cannons were booming, everyone only cared about watching the fierce battle on the front line, so they didn't have any special feeling. Once the shelling stopped, many people immediately discovered the change.

"What happened?" Black Island Ren shouted.

The artillery captain shouted high: "Commissar, half the shells have been fired!"

This was agreed upon before the battle: only half the shells would be fired. After all, there were still battles later; if the shells were used up this time, what to do later? But the situation before their eyes had reached a critical moment. If they couldn't endure winning this battle, there wouldn't be any issues of future battles.

"Continue firing!" Black Island Ren immediately ordered.

Just as the sound of cannons rang out again, the First Company Commander and Second Company Commander came up at the same time, "Commissar, do you want us to attack and help? Fighting like this, it really won't do."

Black Island Ren gritted his teeth and sighed: "Too late. When you rush up there, the Guangfu Society's troops will likely be wiped out. Chairman Chen let us protect the medical team, not let us charge into enemy lines."

"Just watch so many people die in vain?" The Second Company Commander couldn't bear it.

"They shouldn't have fought this battle in the first place." The First Company Commander's attitude was quite proper. The People's Party didn't have much interest in attacking large cities. If they couldn't control the vast countryside but merely controlled a city, the commanders of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army had countless ways to annihilate the army inside the city. In the military academy, what everyone learned was the strategy of "encircling the cities from the countryside." Chen Ke told everyone about various other strategies and tactics, all for the purpose of proving the correctness of this set of strategies.

Just as they were speaking, suddenly a burst of cheers erupted from the crowd watching the battle. Black Island Ren and the others hurriedly looked at the battlefield, only to see that two Qing army units leaning together actually collapsed instantly. From the smoke not yet dissipated at the unit positions, it could be seen that two shells had actually miraculously hit these two units at the same time.

"There's a chance!" Black Island Ren and the two company commanders shouted almost simultaneously.

Sure enough, the Guangfu Army didn't let this opportunity pass at all. They swarmed into this large breach from the already quite weak front line troops. Amidst the flashing of swords and guns everywhere, melee combat formally began.

Heaving a long sigh of relief, the commanders of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army watching the battle knew that the current situation had entered a favorable phase for the Guangfu Society. In melee combat, cold weapons naturally held a great upper hand. The Qing army front line units now not only had to face frontal attacks, but attacks from the flanks also made it impossible for them to maintain formation. If a line collapsed from the side, a chain reaction was almost inevitable. The Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army had even conducted repeated tests on this. If the Qing commander was a smart person, he would now either throw all his forces into a desperate gamble or start attempting to retreat. After all, the troops hadn't completely entangled with the Guangfu Society yet. Retreating still had a chance.

The Guangfu Society had invested more troops. Looking down from the hillside, streams of troops converged into a human river, rushing towards the Qing line that had already started to scatter. On the entire battlefield, shouts shook the heavens and earth. Seeing the dawn of victory, all Guangfu Society fighters went crazy. Occupying an overwhelming numerical advantage, when the Qing front line began to disintegrate in chaos, every unit launched fierce attacks.

The expressions of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army commanders returned to calm. This battle allowed everyone to reach a consensus. No matter what, do not fight this kind of battle. apart from meaningless consumption of human lives, one really couldn't see the necessity of this kind of battle. Even now, with the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army shaking the world, the total regular troops were actually only over twenty thousand. If they had consumed like this since the army founding period, these twenty thousand people would have died out long ago.

"Stop shelling," Black Island Ren ordered. At this time, the Qing front line began to collapse rapidly under the fierce attacks of the Guangfu Army. The middle troops also tried to shoot with machine guns, but because the crowd was mixed with fighters from both sides and hard to distinguish, they stopped after barely firing a few shots. Just as the situation was rapidly tilting towards the Guangfu Society, another New Army unit appeared on the hillside occupied by the New Army opposite. They quickly deployed on the hillside. At first, it was infantry; not long after, artillery and machine gunners also appeared on the hillside. They didn't stay put and watch; cannons and machine guns also began to fire. With their addition, plus the Guangfu Army having fought for a while and their physical strength declining somewhat, after the frontal New Army threw down their weapons and ran for their lives behind the position of this newly appeared New Army, the Guangfu Army's pursuit was quickly hit by artillery and machine guns. After one or two attempts, the Guangfu Army's attack had to stop. Dragging many weapons left behind by the New Army, the Guangfu Society at least occupied the battlefield just now.

The wounded began to be transported back to the hospital side. The unit had already built a field hospital in the rear. Black Island Ren and the others took up the work of transporting the wounded. Nearly ten thousand Guangfu Army troops facing over a thousand enemies resulted in over four hundred wounded. As for the dead, because they hadn't been transported over, they couldn't be counted yet. According to observation, the commanders of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army generally believed the casualties on the New Army side were around three hundred.

"Didn't they say our Anhui folk customs are fierce? How come the Zhejiang people look more fearless of death?" The commanders discussed in low voices.

"So-called fierce folk customs, that's being brave in private fights but cowardly in public war. Actually, us Huaibei people are most afraid of the government." Commander Liu Zhengxiao from Anhui spoke quite frankly. "Asking me to charge straight like the Guangfu Society, I can't do it."

"That's because we train a lot. In the beginning, when everyone rushed forward, who didn't keep their body straight? Cat waist, small steps, fast run—how many times did we practice? When just practicing, we had to use white lime to mark every footfall point on the ground. Otherwise, we wouldn't even know how to take a step." The commanders recalled the old days.

Black Island Ren recalled the old days and couldn't help smiling bitterly. At that time, as the commander of the whole army and combat training officer, Chen Ke told everyone how to stand, how to walk, how to run, how to crawl. Not only teaching, but holding meetings to discuss. Through repeated training summaries and combat summaries, tactical actions and tactical concepts gradually combined. The things Chen Ke first proposed had been modified a lot. In the military training that started more than two years ago, the comrades were drilled to the point of feeling life was worse than death. Now, even if you killed the comrades, it would be impossible to make them not follow tactical actions.

"I think there's no way to help the Guangfu Society improve their combat level now. What does everyone think?" Black Island Ren asked.

"That's right."

"Indeed can't help."

"We haven't practiced methods to make their kind of tactical actions more effective."

"I feel the Guangfu Society doesn't have the concept of tactical actions."

The comrades replied all at once.

Everyone agreed with Black Island Ren's view. The comrades didn't say it explicitly, but in their hearts, they all confirmed one notice: "Do not talk nonsense to the Guangfu Society on military matters."

"If the Guangfu Society keeps fighting like this, how long can they fight?" A comrade asked in a low voice.

Liu Zhengxiao answered irrelevantly, "I just wonder how Chairman Chen actually views the result of the Guangfu Society."

No one echoed this sentence. The comrades could hear the timidity in these words. If they kept fighting like this, don't look at the Guangfu Society having ten thousand people, they wouldn't last too long. This concern wasn't unique to Liu Zhengxiao; every comrade was somewhat worried about this.

Chen Ke, far away in Fengtai County, was currently facing inquiries from the Military Commission comrades. Everyone was not optimistic about the future of this Guangfu Society battle. Chen Ke didn't look unoptimistic at all; he originally didn't believe the Guangfu Society could win.

"According to the intelligence we obtained, there are over forty thousand Qing troops in Nanjing City. Some Qing troops certainly have no combat effectiveness, but this doesn't equal the Guangfu Society being able to win. Looking at it now, the gentry of Jiangsu haven't supported the Guangfu Society."

Just as Chen Ke's voice fell, Zhang Yu asked, "Then the Jiangsu gentry are preparing to follow the Manchus?"

"The Preparatory Constitutionalism is about to start immediately. The Jiangsu gentry haven't reached a desperate dead end yet. What good does rebelling against the court do? If we hadn't wiped out the Beiyang Army this time, perhaps the Jiangsu people would still rise up and make some noise. Now they are just worried about the scourge of war; how would they be willing to act rashly?" Chen Ke replied.

"Then if we release Wang Shizhen and Duan Qirui, won't the Jiangsu people think we are colluding with Beiyang?" Zhang Yu continued to ask.

Hearing Zhang Yu finish, Chen Ke smiled, "Comrade Zhang Yu, army expansion has to wait a bit longer. Now is not yet the time for major army expansion. Our source of troops is in the Dabie Mountains, not in the newly liberated areas."

Zhang Yu originally wanted to steer the topic to army expansion in a roundabout way, but Chen Ke exposing it all at once made him feel much more relaxed. "Chairman Chen, currently the troop strength in Anqing is seriously insufficient. And the Military Commission is considering demobilization. I feel the timing isn't right."

"Currently, a large portion of fighters don't meet our army's requirements. Why must we keep them in the army?"

"Do those masses in the Dabie Mountains meet the army's requirements?" Zhang Yu never simply echoed Chen Ke's words.

"You're right, many of the masses in the Dabie Mountains do meet them. They face more cruel class oppression and have conducted more spontaneous struggles. Many comrades in our troops joined the army just to eat. In this current stage full of crises, we cannot aim merely to form a National Defense Army; what we want is a revolutionary army. If the troops don't hate the old system to the bone, if the purpose of joining the army isn't to protect the fruits of the revolution, combat effectiveness will be greatly discounted. Our troops are not just an army; they are also a propaganda team, a work team." Chen Ke's answer was also very straightforward.

In recent days, the Military Commission comrades had heard Chen Ke say this many times, but they were quite puzzled by it. Chen Ke had never been to the Dabie Mountains area; his result without sufficient investigation made everyone feel it wasn't very reliable. Chen Ke's words very definitely accused many people in the base area of not being "revolutionary." Although ordinary masses had no obligation to risk their lives for the revolution, these words sounded awkward no matter how one listened. The People's Party relied on the common people of the old base areas to have today; Chen Ke's statement always gave people an impression of being "ungrateful."



★


The Grassroots 1

Volume 4 - Chapter 17

❧ ❧ ❧


Chapter 109 The Grassroots (Part 1)

Chen Ke's love for the Dabie Mountain area stemmed entirely from inheriting history. This area, where life was arduous, had many red counties and general counties. In the revolutionary cause, the Dabie Mountain area contributed hundreds of thousands of outstanding sons and daughters. And the total population of this area was no more than five or six million. If they hadn't been forced by life to the point where they couldn't survive without revolution, it would be absolutely impossible for so many masses to embark on the revolutionary path.

The reason he hadn't developed here before wasn't that Chen Ke worried the masses wouldn't revolt. He worried that the People's Party wasn't revolutionary enough to truly mobilize these masses. Chen Ke selected the advance party very carefully. He had to ensure the revolutionary nature of the team to the greatest extent, and also ensure that this team had enough drive. He had to ensure that the cadres and soldiers in the team had true understanding and resonance with the suffering masses. If "outsiders" went to carry out the revolutionary cause with pity and a condescending attitude, it would be better not to go.

"Must not be arrogant! Absolutely not allowed to view the local masses with a condescending mentality. The Dabie Mountain area is indeed very poor, but poverty does not mean being inferior in personality. We are not going to lead the masses from high above, but to sink down and mobilize the masses." Chen Ke emphasized repeatedly to the comrades of the Military Commission, but he was still not at ease. Actually, these days, Chen Ke had been seriously considering whether he should lead the team to the Dabie Mountain area personally.

"Chairman Chen, Comrade He Zudao has already been arranged to go to the Dabie Mountain area; what else is there to worry about?" Hua Xiongmao rarely saw Chen Ke so anxious, and couldn't help asking.

"Comrade He Zudao might be more suitable to preside over the demobilization work in the base area." Chen Ke spoke his thoughts. The comrades of the Military Commission were actually quite puzzled about arranging He Zudao to work in the Dabie Mountains. Hearing Chen Ke say this, several people showed joy on their faces.

"I feel if it really doesn't work, perhaps it would be more appropriate for me to lead the team personally." Chen Ke's next words shocked the comrades of the Military Commission greatly.

"Chairman Chen, if you are not here, who will preside over the work? Is the Dabie Mountain area that good?" The Military Commission meeting exploded immediately.

Chen Ke waved his hand to quiet everyone down. "Comrades, I feel I have started to detach from the masses now, and I can't grasp the upcoming work at all. I need to go to various places for field inspection personally now. Moreover, the base area has Party Committees. Even if I'm not in the Central Committee, everyone completes work through the Party Committees according to the principle of democratic centralism; I feel there should be no problem."

"Negotiations with Beiyang, issues of machinery production, judgment of foreign relations. Chairman Chen, if you leave, who will preside over these?" Hua Xiongmao immediately came out to oppose.

Chen Ke answered: "I have discussed all these key points with everyone. Even if I am not in the Central Committee, everyone just needs to work according to their own understanding. What are you worried about?"

"We are worried we can't do it to the degree of Chairman Chen. If handled completely by us, there will definitely be mistakes." Hua Xiongmao said very bluntly. The comrades of the Military Commission weren't angry; this was the view of all comrades.

"Comrades, this attitude of everyone is correct; at least you know to be modest and prudent. A comrade who knows to be modest and prudent, a comrade who knows he can't do the work well, won't make the mistake of advancing rashly. However, the current work is laid out here. Although I firmly require building the base area well now, we will eventually liberate the whole of China. At that time, everyone will be responsible for the work of various provinces; what to do then? Everyone has to improve their ability through work now."

Chen Ke's words didn't make the comrades feel relaxed. If some comrades were not quite convinced by Chen Ke before, now such comrades no longer had this arrogance. Comrades of the Military Commission persuaded Chen Ke one after another not to leave the Central Committee. Someone even expressed that if Chen Ke wanted to work in the locality, it must pass the decision of the Party Central Committee.

"Comrades, this statement is very good." Chen Ke couldn't help laughing out loud. Bringing out the Party Central Committee to suppress Chen Ke's personal arbitrary action was indeed a very good practice.

"My going to work in the locality is not just because I have a special view of the Dabie Mountain area. I myself also need to accumulate experience in practical work. My previous experience didn't include mobilizing the masses; this is my shortcoming. Now we are not under huge external pressure. My absence from the Central Committee won't lead to disastrous results. Regarding the error problem Comrade Hua Xiongmao mentioned just now, I want to talk to comrades about this matter. We cannot accept making mistakes (*fan cuo* - errors in principle/line), but we can accept failure (*shi bai*). If we couldn't accept failure before, now we can finally withstand the impact of failure. I want to talk to everyone about this issue."

The example Chen Ke gave was simple: the negotiation with Beiyang this time. It could be said that the People's Party failed negotiations twice in a row. Failed once when meeting Yuan Shikai, not achieving the desired result. Failed once in the first negotiation with Wang Shizhen, also not achieving the desired result. But by analyzing these two failures, the People's Party also grasped Beiyang's thoughts, and finally, this matter was settled overall. The People's Party obtained the steel they wanted most, and in a sense reached some mutual trust with Yuan Shikai of Beiyang.

"So some say, failure is the mother of success. Failure is not scary at all. Actually, in doing things, failures are many, and successes are few. Going to the Dabie Mountain area this time, I long had the psychological preparation to encounter failure at the beginning. Who can succeed as soon as they start?" Chen Ke summarized.

"Then Chairman Chen, when we first arrived in Anhui, why did we never fail?" Someone asked.

"How can it be called never failed? At the earliest time, we organized a fleet, and everyone couldn't paddle well after getting on the boat. The boat capsized the first time it went out; isn't that called failure?" Chen Ke answered.

Everyone in the conference room burst into laughter. The people here were either on the boat at that time or saw with their own eyes comrades with ropes tied around their waists falling into the water one by one because of the capsizing. Comrades were frightened bad at the time; looking back now, they felt those days of suffering were so inspiring.

"We experienced failures again and again, constantly held meetings to summarize, constantly conducted research. Constantly asked people for advice, only then do we have today's success. In future work, the mistakes we make will only be more, not fewer." Mentioning the past, Chen Ke also had the same high spirit. "However, comrades. We can have today because we didn't make mistakes (in principle/line). Failure is because we didn't master the laws of things, so naturally we would fail. But making mistakes is a question of line. If we didn't adhere to the line of people's revolution, if we didn't adhere to the line of opposing exploitation, then we would be making mistakes. If we committed this kind of mistake, we absolutely couldn't have today's success. Just as if we didn't have the accumulation of so many failures, we absolutely couldn't have today's success either."

Hua Xiongmao nodded slightly. Looking back now, everyone indeed experienced too many failures, but never made mistakes. "Chairman Chen, you mean, if we mobilize the revolutionary movement in the Dabie Mountains with a condescending mentality, that would be making a mistake?"

"Correct, this is absolutely a big mistake. This mentality is a betrayal of the people's revolution. We must rely on the people masses and mobilize the people masses. The essence of the people's revolution lies in the fact that the people need to solve the problems they encounter through revolution. So the revolution itself is already bred among the people. What we have to do is help the people realize the revolution. This doesn't mean just killing a few local tyrants and evil gentry, overthrowing landlords and distributing land is revolution. Revolution is to overthrow the old system and establish a new system. This requires a full understanding of the old system, and a profound understanding and sympathy for the people masses."

Listening to Chen Ke elaborating on the understanding of theory, the comrades' agitated emotions just now also calmed down.

Chen Ke seemed to have no intention of letting the comrades return to calm. He continued: "In this aspect, although I know, I haven't done enough. my awareness in this aspect is far inferior to many comrades. Current me has my advantages and strengths in formulating systems, but I haven't worked at the grassroots level for too long, and have never been to the Dabie Mountain area. Because of the lack of practice, I have the problem of disconnection between theory and practice. So I need to go to the locality for practical work."

At this point, Chen Ke had already persuaded the comrades of the Military Commission. Even if most comrades were still unwilling to let Chen Ke go to the Dabie Mountain area, the comrades also admitted that Chen Ke's reason for working in the locality made sense.

Seeing the comrades began to understand his statement, Chen Ke also breathed a sigh of relief in his heart. While the base area developed greatly, Chen Ke discovered his most fatal flaw more and more. All the knowledge and training he received in the 21st century were to shape Chen Ke into a "capable professional technocrat," not a professional revolutionary in the true sense. This was also the reason why Chen Ke could easily get support among intellectual youths. These youths were originally people inside the old bureaucratic system; they were really "birds of a feather" with Chen Ke. Even if they had different views on the world, that was just a gap based on scientific knowledge and social insight. Essentially, the earliest group of people in the People's Party were completely one class.

To reverse this defect, there was no other way but to work on the front line personally. Actually, Chen Ke also worried that many jobs would have flaws, but these jobs were all external work. That is to say, the problem of "a big customer bullying the shop, a big shop bullying the customer." As long as the People's Party could maintain its strong position, before the other party completely changed the balance of power between the two sides, they had to admit many things while holding their noses. But to maintain the dominant position of the People's Party, the only way was to continue deepening the Party building and base area construction of the People's Party. Chen Ke firmly believed that if he wanted to improve his theoretical level, he could only rely on a large amount of practical work.

After persuading the comrades of the Military Commission, Chen Ke convened a meeting of the Politburo Standing Committee members staying behind. After some discussion, the comrades also accepted Chen Ke's opinion. Agreed that Chen Ke lead the team personally to work in the locality. As for the Standing Committee members outside, Chen Ke definitely had to deal with them. Needless to say, at least the Party Secretary of Lu'an County would have to partner with Chen Ke for a long time.
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Chapter 110 The Grassroots (Part 2)

"I still have some family matters to deal with; I don't want to work overtime today. Can I go home first?" As soon as Chen Ke said these quite humane words, the comrades of the Central Politburo were immediately shocked. They originally thought Chen Ke would be like before, working all night to handle official business. In these few years, between work and family, Chen Ke always prioritized work.

Everyone knew the little troublesome matters in Chen Ke's family. Among the released Beiyang Army prisoners of war, there was Chen Ke's "Uncle" (*Gufu*) Sun Yongsheng, and Chen Ke's "Aunt" (*Gugu*) He Qian was currently living in Chen Ke's home. Relatives were often harder to serve than immediate family members; everyone knew that. But Chen Ke actually chose not to work overtime for a meeting temporarily because of relatives' matters. This reasonable thing felt quite unexpected instead.

Everyone looked at each other, completely unable to think of a reason to oppose Chen Ke. Chen Ke misunderstood the comrades' attitude a bit; he said somewhat embarrassedly: "After finishing the talk, I will come back to continue handling work. The meeting will continue early tomorrow morning."

This workaholic attitude made everyone can't help feeling a strong sympathy for Chen Ke. As the Chairman of the People's Party, Chen Ke's requirements for himself were a bit too harsh. If Chen Ke were a person fishing for fame, it would be fine. But Chen Ke's performance wasn't to pressure comrades, but really feeling that doing things for his own family would delay revolutionary work. This simple shame made quite a few comrades feel embarrassed instead.

"Chairman Chen, if you really don't want to delay work, then please be sure to deal with the matters at home thoroughly first, and then come to work. You might not think about your family affairs while working, but I can't help thinking about your family affairs now. So please, don't torture us, okay?" Unlike the sympathetic mentality of ordinary comrades, Qi Huishen's words were extremely thorough.

You Gou was a woman; she had long been dissatisfied with some of Chen Ke's life attitudes and practices. Finally finding an opportunity this time, You Gou simply frankly put her dissatisfaction clearly in the open. "Chairman Chen, as the Chairman of our People's Party, you cannot set a wrong example for the Party. Work is not a haven to escape your family problems. Even if you clearly know you can't solve family affairs well, you have to try your best to solve them. Fear and evasion are useless. If you can't do your utmost to solve it and have a clear conscience, you will definitely regret it in the future."

If someone else said this, perhaps there would be a feeling of shaking people's hearts. But in the eyes of many male cadres, You Gou herself hadn't handled her own family affairs well either. You Gou's brother came to the base area several times to persuade You Gou to go home, and the live-in son-in-law You Gou's family found for her actually had no intention of giving up on You Gou completely, coming to the base area with You Gou's brother every time. Chen Ke's practice might be called "too strict with oneself" in the eyes of men, while You Gou's performance was somewhat incredible in the eyes of men.

"Comrades are right. Because I failed to deal with family affairs in time myself, I indeed caused trouble for everyone. Then I won't work overtime today. Meeting adjourned now." Chen Ke understood; never cause trouble for others. Sometimes causing trouble didn't really lie in substantially asking comrades to do anything. Since Chen Ke was the Party Chairman, he had the obligation to do his own things well. The ostrich policy behavior in family affairs was also irresponsibility to revolutionary work. Moreover, You Gou was right; Chen Ke actually didn't know how to solve his own family affairs, so he was a bit afraid.

He Ying didn't expect Chen Ke to go home on his own initiative. Ignoring the resentment towards Chen Ke in her heart, she went up and grabbed Chen Ke. "Wenqing, you finally came back. Help me persuade Aunt too."

"Does Aunt have to go back?" Chen Ke scratched his head about this matter.

"You guys come in; what does it count as whispering outside." He Qian shouted from inside the room.

Since He Qian shouted, Chen Ke and He Ying entered the room together. After the three sat down, He Qian said frankly: "Wenqing, I know you don't treat me as your relative, and it's even less possible to treat Yongsheng as your uncle. To put it bluntly on this point, Yongsheng and I are like you; we don't treat you as a relative either. So Wenqing, you don't need to hypocritically think about how to put on an act for outsiders to see. A real man acts according to his conscience. If you care too much about others' views, it's just asking for trouble."

These words were extremely clear. Chen Ke felt a big stone in his heart fall to the ground instantly. Just as He Qian said, Chen Ke used reason to tell himself He Qian and Sun Yongsheng were his relatives, but his feelings were completely unwilling to accept this fact. That's why he was in a dilemma. He Qian being so frank, Chen Ke developed some respect for He Qian instead.

"Aunt, you are right. I am too poor at conducting myself. Originally, I had to pretend well in such matters. But I really can't pretend. My petty places made Aunt laugh." This was the first time Chen Ke called He Qian Aunt without feeling uncomfortable at all. Since the attitude was corrected, Chen Ke spoke without the previous awkwardness. "The He family up and down have all been put in prison. Aunt, if you go back, it's not guaranteed you won't be implicated. Wait until we overthrow the Manchu Qing; Aunt, you can go wherever you want. It won't be too late to go back then."

"I am no longer a member of the He family; I am now a member of the Sun family. I am now Sun-He Shi (Mrs. Sun née He)." There was a faint vigilance in He Qian's voice.

How could Chen Ke understand the marriage relationship in 1908? He completely didn't understand He Qian's attitude. Even with a basin of cold water poured on his head, Chen Ke still didn't understand He Qian's meaning. He continued to persuade: "What future does Sun Yongsheng have following Beiyang? Aunt, why must you follow Sun Yongsheng to be buried with Beiyang and the Manchu Qing?"

Just after these words were finished, He Qian gave a cold laugh with sarcasm on her face. "Hehe."

And He Ying beside her was already so angry her face turned a bit green.

"Wenqing, what a big tone you have. You just won these few battles, as if you have already entered Beijing and become the Emperor now." He Qian said with a sneer, "Since Wenqing you mentioned the He family, that means you treat me and He Ying as daughters of the He family. Then let me ask you, when did my family's He Ying know you were a rebel?"

"Uh?" Chen Ke was very surprised by this question. He was actually also a bit strange; even if He Ying knew clearly more than a year ago that he wanted to rise up and rebel, He Ying's attitude towards him didn't change at all. She still followed him without hesitation.

"How big a territory did you have when you just rose up to rebel, how many troops? Could my family's He Ying not know? But has He Ying ever been afraid? Did she abandon you because you were alone and weak?" He Qian's voice was full of sarcasm. "Marry a chicken and follow the chicken, marry a dog and follow the dog. Since you think both He Ying and I are daughters of the He family, my He family's daughters don't have the family education of abandoning their husbands to flee for their lives because of fear."

Being mocked by He Qian like this, Chen Ke immediately felt a burst of burning on his face. But his ashamed mood at this time was far less strong than the emotion of admiration. Regardless of whether it was He Qian's stubbornness of feudal ethics, or ignorance of not recognizing the situation clearly. Just this personal loyalty attitude couldn't help but make Chen Ke feel admiration. Moreover, Chen Ke could feel that He Ying was absolutely not an ignorant person; she knew what she was doing.

"Aunt, actually I don't care about Sun Yongsheng's life or death at all. He Ying loves you very much, respects you very much, and cares about you very much. I also feel I have an obligation to your personal safety. If you encounter danger, He Ying will be very sad."

He Qian knew these were Chen Ke's sincere words. Actually, even if those "shameless boasting" words Chen Ke said before made He Qian quite unhappy, she didn't have any disgust for Chen Ke himself. He Qian was just a bit strange; how did someone like Chen Ke, who had no scheming and was self-righteous, win incredible victories one after another? Why did a big figure like Yuan Shikai misjudge Chen Ke? A guy like Chen Ke who didn't understand human relationships and worldly wisdom at all actually achieved great success in the hopeless profession of "rebel." Except for "frankness," He Qian couldn't see any other advantages in Chen Ke worth following. If forced to compare, Sun Yongsheng fit the positive evaluation of this era far better than Chen Ke.

However, anyone who fit the positive evaluation of this era was all defeated by Chen Ke. He Qian suddenly felt perhaps she should understand a little bit about what ability Chen Ke exactly had.

"Then what does Wenqing want me to do?" He Qian asked.

"Aunt, in our base area, distribution is according to work. Everyone has the right to employment. Look, He Ying can also support herself by working now. Aunt is also extremely learned; whether being a teacher in school, or employed in factories, government, or hospitals. All can have their own development. I feel, even if you don't divorce Sun Yongsheng, stay and work in the base area. Wait until things calm down later, then talk about future things. No need to go back to Beijing now. I wonder what Aunt thinks."

If He Qian was originally prepared to listen to Chen Ke's suggestion because Chen Ke mentioned He Ying sincerely, after Chen Ke mentioned the suggestion of "divorce," He Ying's face became as ugly as it could be. He Qian hadn't heard the word "divorce," but she could understand the meaning of this word. Her original patience flew completely to the nine heavens.

"Chen Ke. Why don't you go die?" He Qian gave Chen Ke an extremely clear answer.

He Ying could no longer care about correcting Chen Ke's words or smoothing things over for Chen Ke. "Aunt..." He Ying shouted.

"He Ying, are Wenqing's words your meaning?" He Qian asked He Ying coldly.

He Ying paused. Asking herself honestly, she actually didn't oppose Chen Ke's words. She just thought Chen Ke's words were really unskillful. With He Qian asking so directly, He Ying bit her lip and was silent for a moment. She nodded seriously. "Aunt, I think you shouldn't be with Sun Yongsheng anymore. That person is not a good companion."

"Haha." He Qian really didn't expect He Ying to say this. She laughed in anger. "Indeed, Yongsheng is inferior to Wenqing. He is older than Wenqing, and now he is just a small officer with less than a thousand men under him. Can't compare with a big rebel like Wenqing sitting on Anhui. However, I said, I am Sun-He Shi. Living I am the Sun family's person; dying I am the Sun family's ghost. This is my fate. I accept it. I thank you two for your good advice. But our views on life and death are different. Wenqing, if you are unwilling to lose status by forcibly keeping people, I hope you send me back to Beijing tomorrow, okay?"
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Chapter 111 The Grassroots (Part 3)

Chen Ke had done quite a few things watching others go to die helplessly. For Chen Ke, if someone was destined to die, why bother to persuade them? Whether the Yue Wang Hui or the Guangfu Society, no matter how much these revolutionary predecessors tossed about, Chen Ke just wanted to obtain maximum benefits from the path these people were bound to take. As for the people masses, Chen Ke knew the people masses didn't want to die. As long as a lifestyle that didn't lead to death could be provided, the masses could only follow the general trend for themselves.

Even a hero like Yuan Shikai, in the situation where his subordinates were captured, could only silently endure the insults of a few brats coming to his door. Although Chen Ke had reflected on his own immaturity, this didn't mean Chen Ke would have true sympathy for Yuan Shikai when judging the situation.

But facing the impervious He Qian, Chen Ke felt he simply encountered a rolling knife meat (tough person). His kindness was completely ignored; He Qian didn't care about Chen Ke's worry at all and insisted on returning to Beijing. Chen Ke became more and more annoyed in his heart. If He Qian cared so little about He Ying's feelings, he might as well let He Qian go herself. Chen Ke felt he had done his utmost.

He Ying was pregnant and originally had various worries in her heart. Now encountering her aunt's matter, and Chen Ke quit these days and didn't go home at all. He Ying was Chen Ke's wife, but the People's Party didn't care about your identity at all. Without organizational status, no one's relatives had privileges. This group of young people who took clarifying the world as their own responsibility was in a period full of drive. Anything that made people feel unreasonable had no market at all among the high-level officials of the People's Party. Everyone was polite to He Ying, but He Ying couldn't do anything no matter what she wanted.

Seeing Chen Ke and He Qian's dispute turned into a battle of will, He Ying subconsciously pressed her bulging abdomen gently with her arm. This action was just an instinctive movement of pregnant women, but concerned looks appeared on the faces of both Chen Ke and He Qian.

He Ying knew this was her last chance to speak. "Aunt, Wenqing absolutely has no malice." She had to stabilize He Qian first. After speaking, He Ying turned to Chen Ke, "Wenqing, just listen to Aunt obediently, okay?"

These words were just the most basic conversational cultivation for He Ying, but for Chen Ke, they were like a flash of lightning, instantly finding the answer to the problem Chen Ke worried about most recently. Chen Ke's eyes suddenly lit up; a look of ecstasy appeared on his face, and the whole person looked unusually excited and happy.

These days, Chen Ke racked his brains on how to design the optimized revolutionary route. Any design idea would encounter insurmountable difficulties. Chen Ke even thought he absolutely couldn't solve this problem. He Ying's simple sentence made the dark clouds all over the sky disperse immediately. "Listen to others!" Correct, just listen to others.

In the beginning, facing the death brought by the flood, everyone didn't need to say anything. Everyone understood that if they didn't work hard, they would die. Afterwards, for Chen Ke to establish a new system, what he said were specific steps to establish the system. Chen Ke was the Party Chairman; whatever he said, everyone just did it.

Arriving at a brand new stage, Chen Ke actually didn't need to say anything. When it was time to listen to others, everyone's demands were different. The people needed revolution, and there was also a revolutionary base area, a revolutionary banner, and power. Did Chen Ke still need to say anything? Saying anything more would be drawing feet on a snake. The hardest stage had passed; Chen Ke no longer needed unconditional support from others. Now was the time for Chen Ke to support everyone. What was needed at this time was no longer chattering endlessly, but listening to others patiently and carefully, finding revolutionary needs from others' words.

Although he wanted to show a calm and composed bearing, lifting heavy weights as if they were light, the ecstasy of this realization made Chen Ke close his eyes and sigh to the sky. If not facing the pregnant He Ying, Chen Ke actually wanted to laugh loudly to the sky. Sometimes, some truths were just that simple. But being in the maze, after having strong subjective "delusions," the essence of Chen Ke as an immature little boy was revealed completely.

Managing to calm his emotions with difficulty, Chen Ke swept other thoughts out of his mind completely. If one couldn't maintain focus at all times, efficiency would drop to the lowest. This was the simplest skill hard work taught Chen Ke. To maintain focus, one's mind must be clear and bright, with no distracting thoughts disturbing the train of thought.

Both He Ying and He Qian looked at Chen Ke with eyes like looking at a mental patient. Such abnormal behavior was really surprising. However, after Chen Ke recovered to normal soon, He Ying wanted to save some face for Chen Ke, so she didn't say a word. He Qian didn't have any special concern for Chen Ke; the surprise only lasted for a moment. Like usual, He Qian quickly expelled all other thoughts from her mind, waiting quietly to hear what earth-shattering words Chen Ke would say. Since he performed like a shaman dancing, Chen Ke definitely had to say something.

"Aunt, He Ying loves you very much, respects you very much, and cares about you very much. I also feel I have an obligation to your personal safety. If you encounter danger, He Ying will be very sad." Chen Ke repeated the words just now. He already understood that this was the basic point where he could communicate with He Qian.

He Qian nodded slightly. These words just now really moved He Qian. But what Chen Ke said next was all bullshit. She pursed her lips, ready to hear what Chen Ke prepared to say this time.

"What exactly does Aunt plan for the future? Please tell me and He Ying. We hope to help Aunt as much as possible. Even if we can't help..., no, even if Aunt doesn't want us to help. At least if Aunt tells us the future plans frankly, we also feel in our hearts..., also feel as if we are not too far from you."

If calculated based on a full score of one hundred, what Chen Ke said this time could score at most sixty. But He Qian didn't feel these words were annoying at all. Relatives, saying this was normal.

Seeing Chen Ke speaking incoherently but finally not talking nonsense, He Ying's face immediately appeared radiant.

He Qian calmed herself. Actually, regarding what would happen in the future, she didn't have a complete plan herself either. The speed of change in this era greatly exceeded He Qian's expectations. Ever since the Beiyang Third Town was destroyed and the whole He family was imprisoned, He Qian had completely lost any possibility of deciding her own future direction.

Watching He Qian pondering, He Ying hurriedly seized the opportunity to say: "Aunt, you might as well stay with us. I am pregnant now, and Wenqing spins around like a small mill every day. With you by my side, I also feel at ease. Anhui is so far from Beijing; I can't go home even if I want to."

Seeing her niece He Ying pretending to be pitiful like this, He Qian smiled bitterly. "It won't do if I don't return to Beijing. I know you worry someone wants to harm me after I go back. But if I don't go back, there are so many people who want to harm Yongsheng, want to harm our Sun family. As long as Wenqing doesn't lose battles, the court definitely won't dare to touch our He family, but there are as many people as you want who dare to use the Sun family as a scapegoat. Letting me ignore the Sun family, I can't do it."

Hearing this, tears were already in He Ying's eyes because of anxiety. He Qian smiled and pressed her niece's hand. "If Wenqing can really fight into Beijing city, by then your child will also be able to speak. Bring the child to see me then; I, as a grandaunt, have prepared the gift money long ago."

After confirming that He Qian insisted on leaving, there was no meaning for Chen Ke to stay either. He left first on the grounds of arranging He Qian's itinerary. Arranging the itinerary wasn't troublesome at all; the traffic line of the People's Party was quite mature. Confirming to let He Qian leave with comrades would do.

In the office, Chen Ke lay on the bed for a while, and then got up to flip through records; his train of thought jumped completely back to work. "Listening" was just a general term. This didn't mean Chen Ke listened to others speaking everywhere; this meant handing over the work completely to comrades to do. Chen Ke just undertook the work and responsibility his position needed to undertake. What he had to do was listen to reports, and then verify and summarize the content done by comrades. If before it was Chen Ke teaching comrades to make revolution, now it was comrades letting Chen Ke see how revolution was done exactly, and Chen Ke deciding whether it should be done this way. In this process, the first point was being able to "listen to others speak." Regardless of whether Chen Ke was willing to accept it or not, the vast majority of practice in revolutionary work had begun to transfer into the hands of local comrades.

Without sleeping all night, Chen Ke read through the intelligence from the localities once. Originally, Chen Ke always held a strong view of "commanding like an arm using fingers." This time he combed through the local personnel arrangements completely from the perspective of supervision rather than command. Only then did he discover that quite a few of his previous arrangements were quite unreasonable. Calling out various meeting discussion contents to flip through again, dawn broke before he finished reading.

At the daytime meeting, Chen Ke rarely didn't set the tone first, and the comrades also felt a bit unsure of what to say. The Party Chairman going out was originally a very unusual thing, let alone Chen Ke going to the locality to carry out work personally. Chen Ke waited for half a day and didn't hear comrades say any very reasonable suggestions either.

Helplessly, Chen Ke proposed two requirements for work: "First, the principle of Party Committee leadership must be implemented. Second, no rash advance is allowed; according to the formulated plan, carry out land reform first in areas with land reform conditions." Generally speaking, except for Chen Ke not presiding over work in the Central Committee, proceed according to the pre-decided work plan.

The only thing that could be called a big change was that regarding the cadre team Chen Ke originally wanted to select carefully, now he just wanted to gather the comrades from Lu'an local origin in the troops. Locals are good for talking about local matters. He also transferred a company of troops to go with him. Lu'an was a poor place; if thousands of people were sent there, not to mention anything else, just the rations of these troops could eat the local finance to collapse.

The departure time was scheduled after He Qian left. Although Chen Ke didn't care much about life and death, if He Qian knew Chen Ke went to Lu'an, and accidentally leaked this news, it would be a joke. Regarding this, comrades knew clearly in their hearts, but no one pointed it out.

Just as Chen Ke was preparing to go to Lu'an for work, something in the documents routinely sent back from the Shandong base area where the Northern Bureau was located shook the Party Central Committee. The Northern Bureau responsible by Shang Yuan, Chen Tianhua, Wu Xingchen, and Chai Qingguo was newly built, and Beiyang hadn't been hit at that time, so the Central Committee absolutely didn't think the Shandong base area could effectively attract Beiyang troops. So the focus at that time was asking them to form a team first and establish a stable base area. The eight hundred *li* of Mengshan and Yishui was once a place of "four blocked strongholds, boats and carts impassable, foreign goods not entering, local goods not exiting," and also an old red revolutionary area. Chen Ke suggested building the base area here, and Shang Yuan executed it tangibly.

Anhui and Shandong were far apart. Actually, the Shandong base area basically acted on its own. The work was fine in the previous period; the base area was established in the Wangzhuang area of Yimeng Mountain. As a result, suddenly the Northern Bureau sent a batch of "Anti-Qing National Salvation Bonds." A report written personally by Northern Bureau Secretary Shang Yuan. Because the Northern Bureau really lacked funds, they had to raise a part of funds through the method of "issuing bonds." The issuing method was very traditional, which was inviting important figures from some rich families to "discuss state affairs," and finally the rich families "consciously and voluntarily" subscribed to a certain amount of "Anti-Qing National Salvation Bonds."

Shang Yuan asked the Party Central Committee very implicitly how much the Central Committee wanted to draw from this fund.

"After a scholar has been away for three days, one should look at him with new eyes." Chen Ke never expected that the Northern Bureau led by Comrade Shang Yuan would have the style of Shandong bandits (*Xiang Ma*) so quickly. Although the team Wu Xingchen gathered in Shandong was frankly a group of bandits, the Party Central Committee sent Shang Yuan and the others to Shandong to transform these bandit teams, not to let the bandits transform the revolutionary team in reverse.

Chen Ke was never a moralist. In the history of the Party, kidnapping and extortion were also done quite a lot. The famous Marshal He Long (*He Huzi*), and Comrade Liu Zhidan, were experts in this regard. Regarding the comrade who came to report, Chen Ke wanted to complain actively very much, for example, "Is the Shandong base area so short of money?" "Are the meat tickets (hostages) easy to invite recently?"

Thinking was thinking; Chen Ke still listened to the report honestly. The comrade who came to report seemed to feel embarrassed about this matter too; he didn't mention this matter directly. He started talking from launching "resisting rent and tax, cracking down on cults" in the Yimeng Mountain area.

As Zhili (province directly under central government), Shandong was controlled quite strongly by the Manchu Qing. That is to say, the tax collection intensity of the Manchu Qing regime was quite large. The Northern Bureau launched the revolution with "resisting rent and tax" according to local conditions. The connection between peasants and the government office was actually "taxation"; once "resisting rent and tax," it was rebelling.

In Chinese traditional rebellion, "no paying grain, no paying tax" had been an inherent slogan for thousands of years. Greenwood armed forces (bandits) also always adopted this slogan. Since they wanted to transform the greenwood armed forces in Shandong and launch revolutionary work, the comrades of the Northern Bureau thought propagandizing the superiority of some "socialist system" had no practical effect at all. "Whoever bullies the common people, beat him down." This attitude of distinguishing kindness and hatred clearly was the most appropriate method.

People's revolution ultimately had to fall on the result of the people masses "turning over (standing up) and being liberated." The development in the early stage was quite rapid. After getting rid of the Manchu Qing forces in the Yimeng Mountain area, distributing fields and land, the base area was also prosperous. But recently, cultists in various places suddenly had strong hostility towards the base area, and the conflict between the two sides intensified quickly.
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Chapter 112 The Grassroots (Part 4)

In June 1907, the Party Central Committee of the People's Party established the Northern Bureau. Shang Yuan served as the Secretary of the Northern Bureau, with main cadres including Chai Qingguo, Chen Tianhua, and some comrades willing to work in the north. Relying on the armed forces established by Wu Xingchen in Shandong, the Northern Bureau became the first external base area in the true sense.

Shandong belonged to Zhili (province directly under central government) and was the territory of Yuan Shikai's Beiyang clique. From the establishment of the Northern Bureau, the Central Committee's suggestion was for the Northern Bureau to take root in the Yimeng Mountain area, launching revolutionary work in the poorest area where enemy forces were weakest. Revolutionary work was not to overthrow the Manchu Qing, but to guide the spontaneous revolutionary needs of the masses to conscious revolutionary needs step by step. And then achieve the revolutionary goal of overthrowing all oppressors pressing on the people's heads.

The Northern Bureau developed methodically. Unlike the greenwood heroes (bandits) who dared to rise up and pull the pole in Shandong, greenwood heroes pursued getting rich overnight, hoping to rely on force to become perpetrators overriding everything. This was vastly different from the people's revolutionary organization like the Northern Bureau, which willingly sank down and struggled to eke out a living from the soil together with the people.

The Shandong base area and the Anhui Central Committee were a thousand *li* apart; a round trip for reporting would take more than a month. So actual instructions were meaningless. In a sense, the first "mountain stronghold" (faction) within the People's Party in the true sense was established. No matter how strange the Northern Bureau's way of raising revolutionary funds was, as long as there was no problem with the general direction, Chen Ke had to wait and see the effect. And couldn't make a direct judgment at the time.

The comrade who came to report was naturally extremely proud of the development of the Shandong base area. Even facing Chen Ke, he was still full of confidence. Chen Ke also listened attentively. Until the report ended, Chen Ke raised doubts about the matter he cared about most: to what extent had the Party building work in the Shandong base area been done?

The reporting comrade answered frankly: "Chairman Chen, all our Party members have entered the grassroots now. Helping the masses solve various life problems. Although our Shandong base area eliminated the Manchu Qing government office and suppressed local tyrants and bullies, and the people's living standard has improved. But overall, the Yimeng Mountain area is still too poor. To improve the people's living standard, we still need the Central Committee to support more agricultural technology. Especially the breeding industry; the scientific breeding promoted by Secretary Chen Tianhua in the base area has very good results. Secretary Shang Yuan asked, can iron and steel smelting be carried out locally in the Yimeng Mountain area? Or does the base area have a way to provide metal farm tool products? The bonds issued this time are intended to be used to purchase metal products."

Getting metal products was really an extremely arduous task in these years. If in the previous agricultural era, the demand for metal products was actually limited, so trading could barely be carried out towards the big market of rural areas. But with the development of Chinese cities, the demand for metal grew explosively. This also greatly destroyed the metal sources of old-style rural areas. Selling metal to cities was more profitable than selling to rural areas. Even if the price wasn't high, the demand for metal in cities was large, and transportation was convenient. It was far more profitable than transporting metal products to rural areas. Without multiple times the profit, merchants were simply unwilling to transport ironware to poor places like the Yimeng Mountain area with great difficulty, and multiple times the profit directly led to the people masses in the Yimeng Mountain area being unable to afford it.

"Is the Yimeng Mountain area so lacking in metal products?" A comrade from the Politburo asked. Not only Chen Ke was listening to the report, but comrades from the Politburo were also listening.

"A few days before I set off, an evil bully group was just executed in the base area. Someone inside opened a shop, first giving credit to the masses who couldn't afford daily necessities. After the debt accumulated, he began to collect debt. The masses couldn't pay it back, so the usurers in this evil bully group issued usurious loans to the masses. The masses had to borrow usurious loans to repay debts, and as a result, this became a vicious circle. This group of people colluded with bandits (*Xiang Ma*). If the masses refused to repay debts, they would come to snatch men and dominate women, plundering land."

Listening to such vivid examples, the comrades of the Politburo all smiled bitterly. Like the Anhui base area, forcibly promoting metal farm tools in rural areas through the state system was unique in the whole of China. Relying on trade, merchants only pursued profit maximization; who cared about the life and death of you farmers? Under the impact of the industrialization era, the Manchu Qing and local gentry could no longer maintain the old order in the countryside, and the bad gentry among the gentry rose taking advantage of the situation. Plundering the locality through economic means.

Chen Ke had long talked about this process of "bad gentry driving out good gentry." Because the base area promoted the new system, this situation basically had no soil to occur. The content narrated by the Shandong comrade gave the committee members a profound practical lesson.

The Shandong comrade had seen quite a lot of such things. He said proudly: "When we knocked out this batch of evil bully groups, quite a few masses just felt that finally someone made decisions for them. The people masses are really very kind. The evil bully group didn't treat the masses as fellow villagers, but the masses still treated them as fellow villagers. Some among the masses even suggested letting these people spit out the benefits plundered from the masses, and spare their lives. After we did deep work, telling the masses that these people used the system to commit crimes, and the system behind this group of people was evil. The masses' level of political understanding improved a lot. The masses finally realized that what bullied the masses was this system. Fair trading is one thing, but using the system of fair trading itself is evil. When this batch of evil bullies were all shot in the end, it was really empty alleys (everyone came out to watch). This struggle session was held very fiercely."

"Well done!" Some Politburo members already praised with a smile. Shang Yuan and Chen Tianhua were both extremely driven comrades. Shang Yuan had extremely strong work ability; everyone was convinced.

Seeing the Politburo members expressed great approval, the Shandong comrade finally defended the action of "issuing Anti-Qing National Salvation Bonds." The Yimeng Mountain base area had no industrial technicians at all. Although they brought quite a lot of scientific and technological materials, what could really start to be promoted was related to agriculture. Even if agricultural cooperatives were established, wanting to improve the productivity of the base area relatively quickly was extremely difficult. As a last resort, to solve current problems and improve the quality of farm tools. Only by getting a sum of money temporarily, the base area organized its own transport team to get iron farm tools. Getting these farm tools to the maximum extent before spring plowing would be of great help to this year's agricultural production.

China's current iron smelting center in the true sense was only Hanyang Iron and Steel. The Politburo from top to bottom knew Chen Ke's plan to utilize Hanyang Iron and Steel to the maximum extent. Listening to the Shandong comrade elaborating on the various realistic difficulties encountered by the Yimeng Mountain base area, the desire of the Politburo comrades to take down Hanyang Iron and Steel increased a lot immediately. The significance of Hanyang Iron and Steel needed no elaboration now; how to take it down most efficiently was the most realistic problem.

"After we entered the countryside, a large number of masses joined the peasant association. The original secret societies (*Hui Dao Men*) were cold-shouldered. The relationship between these people and us is getting worse and worse. Even in some areas, incidents of secret societies inciting the masses appeared." The Shandong comrade introduced the biggest contradiction recently.

"Against these people, we must struggle to the end. We must snatch the masses back from their hands." Chen Ke never had a good impression of these organizations.

"Okay, Chairman Chen." The Shandong comrade hurriedly recorded Chen Ke's instruction.

"In addition, there seem to be quite a few Taoist temples in the Yimeng Mountain area, right?" Chen Ke asked.

"Yes."

"As long as this Taoist priest doesn't talk about reincarnation of life and death, but only talks about becoming an immortal and cultivation, they belong to the objects we can win over. If the Taoist temple is relatively dilapidated, some of our comrades can enter the Taoist temple to work as little Taoist priests temporarily. Shandong has many Taoist temples; using the identity of a Taoist priest as cover is relatively convenient." Chen Ke said this partly for work, and partly because he had a relatively natural affinity for Taoism. Chen Ke had recited the full text of *Tao Te Ching* hundreds of times; he respected Laozi very much.

"Then should Buddhist temples be treated like this?" The Shandong comrade asked.

"Anyone who talks about reincarnation of life and death, anyone who talks about the world after death, can basically be treated as a cult. Even if it's a Taoist priest, if they talk about this kind of thing, no need to be polite."

The Shandong comrade could feel Chen Ke looked highly upon Taoism. Although still a bit strange, he couldn't ask more. He could only answer: "Yes. Chairman Chen, I remember. There is another thing; some people from the Tongmenghui came to Shandong recently. This group didn't go to Yimeng Mountain but was active in other areas. Secretary Shang is collecting intelligence. After sorting out a clue, it will be sent to the Central Committee." The Shandong comrade notified the People's Party Central Committee of this content.

Since explicitly refusing to have relations with the Tongmenghui before the Second Counter-Encirclement, the organization Tongmenghui had completely faded out of the People's Party Central Committee's thinking. Suddenly hearing the news that the Tongmenghui ran to Shandong for activities, the comrades' biggest feeling was a bit surprised. Chen Ke didn't have any feeling about the Tongmenghui either. In history books, the Tongmenghui was also famous, and the Tongmenghui in this spacetime didn't change much. Taking advantage of the chaos under heaven, the Tongmenghui's lobbyists looked for cooperation partners everywhere.

"We focus on entering rural work. As long as the Tongmenghui hasn't entered the countryside, then we don't need to care about them at all." After Chen Ke finished this sentence, he threw the matter of the Tongmenghui completely to the back of his mind.

After this report from the Northern Bureau, the People's Party Central Committee discussed and decided to support a batch of iron farm tools to the Shandong base area. There was the convenience of the canal from the base area to Shandong. The People's Party didn't lack Beiyang Army uniforms at all now, nor did they lack Beiyang Army seals. Ten thousand farm tools and repair tools were enough to be transported by a small fleet. The transport troops planned to take the canal, and after passing Xuzhou, put on Beiyang Army uniforms. As long as enough money was given on the road, try not to alarm the Beiyang Army as much as possible.

"If discovered and intercepted, then simply declare our name. There is still a batch of Beiyang Army officers detained in our hands. They dare not do anything to us. If this batch of farm tools can be transported to Shandong, we must enrich the agricultural cooperatives as much as possible. Being closely connected with the people is the foundation of the base area." Although knowing Shang Yuan and Chen Tianhua would definitely do so, Chen Ke couldn't help exhorting repeatedly.

"Don't worry, Chairman Chen. I will definitely complete the task."
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Chapter 113 The Grassroots (Part 5)

When Chen Ke set off, he didn't make a big fanfare. The People's Party still had the most basic concept of confidentiality up to now. Lu'an was theoretically one of the base areas of the People's Party, but this thing was just a theory. After occupying Lu'an county town, revolutionary work had been hovering on the "edge of mobilization." The People's Party only completed the construction of many strongholds, and these strongholds were also built to protect Anqing and inland transportation.

Before leaving, Chen Ke unexpectedly received news from Beijing. Sun Yat-sen led the Tongmenghui to occupy Zhennanguan in Guangxi and seized three forts in Zhennanguan. The Qing court was terrified upon hearing the news, urgently wiring Guangxi Governor Zhang Mingqi, Border Defense Supervisor Long Jiguang, Commander Lu Rongting, and others, ordering them to retake the Youfushan Fort within a week, otherwise they would be dismissed from office and sent to Beijing for punishment.

Chen Ke looked at the map; from Shandong to Anhui, then to Zhejiang, and now Zhennanguan on the Sino-Vietnamese border. This route of armed uprisings by revolutionaries stretched for thousands of *li*, like a long sword piercing through the essence area of southeast China. The Manchu Qing's days were really not easy. Chen Ke was very curious about what moves Cixi would adopt. Thinking was thinking; Chen Ke didn't comment on this. After bidding a simple farewell to the comrades seeing him off, he led the troops onto the troop carrier.

Cixi's mood at this time could only be described as heart-burning anxiety. In front of her was also a map, far less detailed than the map in Chen Ke's hands. But Cixi herself obtained more rebellion intelligence than Chen Ke. Not only had Anhui and Zhejiang fallen into the hands of the revolutionary party, but before the Zhennanguan Uprising broke out in Guangxi, an uprising also broke out in Changde, Hunan, and the rebel army had already occupied Changde city. As for the "bandit trouble" in Shandong, in Cixi's view, it counted for nothing at all.

Scanning the chaos on the map, Cixi's gaze couldn't help falling back on Anhui. Anhui was undoubtedly the earliest among all uprisings. But Anhui made Cixi feel a great confusion. Once other revolutionary parties occupied territory, the first thing was to announce their existence to the outside world. Only Anhui never did this. The more information collected about Chen Ke and the People's Party, the more uneasy Cixi, as a politician, felt.

Cixi once thought the Yue Wang Hui was the earliest chaotic party in Anhui. The more intelligence she collected, the more Cixi could see the clue of the matter. Chen Ke openly and aboveboard forced the Yue Wang Hui to a dead end. Cixi was very familiar with this kind of political trick; she did things the same way. The biggest rebel of the Great Qing now was such a person; Cixi couldn't help feeling a chill on her back.

Now two documents were placed in front of Cixi. One was the People's Party's "Constitution of the Anhui People's Government." Although Cixi had read it many times, she couldn't help flipping through it again.

Article 1: The Anhui People's Government is a people's democratic government led by the Communist Party of China and based on the alliance of workers and peasants.

Article 2: All power of the Anhui People's Government belongs to the people. The organs through which the people exercise power are the Anhui Provincial People's Congress and local people's congresses at all levels. Democratic centralism is practiced in the Anhui Provincial People's Congress, local people's congresses at all levels, and other state organs.

Article 3: The Anhui People's Government is a unified multi-ethnic government. All ethnic groups are equal. Discrimination and oppression against any ethnic group are prohibited; acts that undermine the unity of various ethnic groups are prohibited.

Article 4: The Anhui People's Government relies on state organs and social forces to ensure the gradual elimination of the exploitation system and the establishment of a socialist society through socialist industrialization and socialist transformation.

These clichés of the revolutionary party jumped into her eyes, and Cixi only felt a burst of extreme disgust. She opened the carefully determined "Outline of Constitution by Imperial Order." Her originally stern expression also showed signs of softening.

1. The Emperor of the Great Qing rules the Great Qing Empire, for ten thousand generations in one line, forever respected. 2. The Emperor is sacred and inviolable. 3. The power to imperially order the promulgation of laws and dispatch bills. Laws, although resolved by the parliament, cannot be implemented without the imperial mandate approving and promulgating them. ... 5. The power to set official positions, determine salaries, and promote or demote all officials. The power of employment is held by the Emperor, assisted by ministers; the parliament shall not interfere. 6. The power to command the army and navy and determine the military system. The Emperor deploys the national army and determines the standing army quota, executing with full authority. All military affairs are not for the parliament to interfere. 7. The power to declare war, make peace, conclude treaties, dispatch envoys, and accept envoys. Diplomatic affairs are decided by the Emperor personally, not submitted to the parliament for resolution. 8. The power to declare martial law. In times of emergency, the freedom of subjects can be restricted by imperial order. 9. The power of conferring titles and granting pardons. Grace comes from the Emperor, not for subjects to arrogate. ... 13. Royal expenses shall be determined by the Emperor as a fixed amount, drawn from the national treasury; the parliament shall not discuss it. 14. Royal ceremonies shall be decided by the Emperor supervising the royal family and special ministers; the parliament shall not interfere.

Looking at these constitutional articles determining the Emperor's power one by one, Cixi carefully confirmed there were no loopholes. Although these contents just turned the supremacy of imperial power into a constitution, Cixi still felt it was very insufficient. Actually, what she hated most was the matter of having to establish a constitution. The sovereign had to rely on laws to guarantee his power; this matter itself meant the sovereign no longer possessed absolute power. For Cixi, this was a true failure. But she couldn't help accepting this concession.

Those opposing the Great Qing were not those officials; the true opponents were the gentry. Cixi regretted a bit that she abolished the imperial examination hastily for a moment. After abolishing the imperial examination, the channel for scholars to enter the official career through the imperial examination was blocked for a while. The court required newly recruited officials to understand Western science and technology, but the Great Qing didn't have so many schools. The result was that a large number of people went to study abroad. Revolutionaries incited revolution among these students. Those young students went abroad without parental discipline; they were originally like runaway wild horses, how could they withstand the nonsense of chaotic parties? Cixi knew too well what bastard things young people could do. Her biological son Tongzhi and her nephew Guangxu both acted recklessly. Even born in the imperial family and ascending to the supreme throne of the Emperor, these two young people didn't listen to advice at all.

Although the older generation of gentry didn't make trouble like young people, they had their own reasons for dissatisfaction. The invasion of foreigners made the livelihood of gentry deteriorate day by day. Conservative gentry naturally were full of resentment towards the court, while those gentry who didn't recognize their ancestors simply became compradors and followed foreigners.

Cixi was very clear that for most officials, choosing between the court and the gentry, officials would definitely choose the gentry. Officials came from the gentry; what they represented was the interest of the gentry. So this "Outline of Constitution by Imperial Order" was actually not for officials to see at all, but used to appease the gentry. Establishing a parliament, the purpose was to provide gentry with more opportunities to intervene in central politics. So there was no need to be polite with the "Outline of Constitution by Imperial Order"; since the gentry were given the opportunity to interfere in politics, they had to know that the sovereign was the biggest.

Thinking of this, Cixi suddenly thought of the People's Party led by Chen Ke. Chen Ke and Cixi were the same; both knew very well the importance of gentry to politics. But Cixi chose the whip to discipline the gentry. While Chen Ke simply eradicated the gentry drastically. From the "Constitution of the Anhui People's Government" promulgated by the People's Party, Chen Ke completely wrote relying on common people to rebel into the constitution. In terms of implementation means, the People's Party broke the fortified villages of Anhui gentry, plus implemented the policy of equal distribution of land. Now the entire Anhui only had the People's Party and the Anhui common people left. Cixi appreciated Chen Ke's ruthlessness at such a young age. Once deciding to do something, don't leave any backhand. Cutting grass without removing the roots only leaves future trouble. Chen Ke, who had such ruthless means, standing on the opposite side of Cixi, was a very terrible thing.

Might as well let the gentry and Chen Ke have a decisive battle; Cixi had already made such a plan. The land policy of the People's Party was to be the enemy of the gentry of the whole world. Even not just gentry; as long as there were self-cultivating farmers with a dozen *mu* of land, they couldn't accept Chen Ke's land reform policy. As long as good propaganda could be made, Chen Ke would be the public enemy of the world. And Cixi could guide the public opinion of the world.

"The revolutionary party is a group of robbers! They want to snatch all the land!" Cixi could fully imagine what kind of panic the gentry would be in after recognizing the true face of the People's Party. And at this time, only by uniting under the banner of the court could the gentry avoid the fate of having their land taken by the People's Party. The fear of the People's Party could also easily implicate all revolutionary parties.

This plan had taken shape in Cixi's mind for several days. What troubled Cixi was who exactly to let take the lead in propagandizing this matter. Cixi had three people in mind. The first was Cen Chunxuan who was "recuperating." Although Cen Chuanxuan ruined things and was forced to "recuperate," this hypocrite had the ability to deceive people, and many people believed him.

The second candidate was Yuan Shikai. Yuan Shikai's appeal was above Zeng Chunxuan. Although the *Qingliu* (Pure Stream) were dissatisfied with Yuan Shikai, regarding...

The third candidate was Zhang Zhidong. Zhang Zhidong had quite some appeal among the Westernization Reformists. And he was also a veteran of the Zeng Guofan Xiang Army Nanyang faction. With revolutionary parties rebelling everywhere, the first to bear the brunt was the Jiangnan region. If Zhang Zhidong came forward, the persuasiveness would naturally be extremely strong.

Once the gentry could be made to panic, whether letting gentry contribute money to build new armies, or letting gentry organize *Tuanlian* (militia) spontaneously. Or simply frightening the gentry a bit, letting them gather on the court's side again. The court could have various means available.

However, this must be based on the court being able to extinguish Chen Ke's rebellion in Anhui. Thinking of this, Cixi's face became ugly again. Looking at it now, the court didn't have such a person. Could it be like the Taiping Heavenly Kingdom time, asking foreigners to send troops to help?

Just as Cixi was calculating how to arrange the next step, she saw Li Lianying coming in with a face full of joy. Li Lianying wasn't afraid of disturbing Cixi this time either; as soon as he entered the hall, he knelt on the ground. "Old Buddha. Tie Liang of the Ministry of Army asks for an audience."

"What is it?" Cixi knew Tie Liang must have told Li Lianying something; otherwise, Li Lianying wouldn't show such an expression.

"The Jiangning garrison repelled the chaotic party of the Guangfu Society. Jiangnan Provincial Commander Zhang Xun has already begun to pursue the chaotic party." Li Lianying knew this was rare good news; his joy came from the bottom of his heart.

"Summon Tie Liang in." As Li Lianying thought, Cixi indeed looked happy. It had been so long; this was a true piece of good news.

Regardless of how excitedly Tie Liang reported the good news to Cixi. The Manchu Qing maintained the consistent style of exaggerating facts; the active retreat of the Guangfu Society turned into Jiangning actively repelling the Guangfu Society. But the pursuit matter was finally told truthfully. Wang Youhong had been on the front line these days. He cleverly didn't interfere with the combat command of the Ninth Town of the New Army, but participated in military operations with an identity similar to an army supervisor.

Wang Youhong truly exercised the function of an army supervisor. In the fierce battle in the valley south of Nanjing city, he didn't hide in the rear at all times. His observation of combat merits during the battle was reasonable and in place. After the battle, he suggested various rewards to Zhang Xun, which were basically fair and just. The phenomenon of unfair rewards and punishments originally worried about by the Ninth Town of the New Army actually didn't happen, which really drummed up the fighting will of the Ninth Town of the New Army.

On the third day after the Battle of the Valley, the Ninth Town of the New Army attacked actively, launching an offensive against the Guangfu Society. From the start to entering fierce fighting, the battle didn't last too long.
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The smell of blood permeated the thick gunpowder smoke. In addition to these smells that made one's hair stand on end, the air was also filled with the screams and groans of the wounded. Since the New Army's artillery didn't really achieve any combat results, the dead still maintained intact bodies. Gunshot wounds on the body only resulted in large amounts of blood loss; blood stains on clothes were still within an acceptable range. The miserable sight of many holes and depressions created by bullets on the head, or simply a large piece of the head being blown off, greatly challenged the limit of human spirit.

The New Army was still quite spirited, especially since these people had never been on the battlefield. When entering the battle, the fervent atmosphere of the battlefield swept through the entire youth of the New Army, and the feeling of death was not strong. Or rather, they didn't have time to notice the existence of death. When these people returned to the Shura field they personally participated in creating, seeing with their own eyes the lives destroyed by war, and those who were crying and gradually dying, they knew what a battlefield was and what death was.

"You guys, go see if there are any surviving brothers in that pile of people." An officer couldn't help roaring. New Army soldiers were instinctively avoiding the dead with tragic appearances, especially avoiding the death line where the most wounded and dead accumulated at the end of the battle.

Although under the urging of officers, these New Army soldiers with no battlefield medical experience had to start finding the wounded and gathering the dead together. But their pale faces, frowning brows, and fearful eyes all revealed the psychological activity of these New Army soldiers wanting to turn and flee.

To avoid the miserable sight in front of them, the New Army had to look up often. They saw the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army not far away didn't have this problem at all. The Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army didn't have the fear of the New Army at all. Seeing confirmed survivors, they carried them out deftly and performed battlefield first aid immediately. There were also some soldiers of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army dividing areas on the position and probing one by one. They pressed their fingers on the necks of motionless people. After a while, they called people over to help with treatment, or continued to check the next person lying prone or sideways.

Perhaps because they had seen too many bloody scenes, or perhaps because the medical knowledge and practice of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army were richer. Or simply because they had seen too many seriously injured comrades-in-arms or enemies recover their health after treatment, so the soldiers of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army had no fear of the tragic battlefield in their minds at all. Everyone had only one thought in their minds: seizing time can save comrades-in-arms. Not only comrades-in-arms, but the fearless fighting shown by the soldiers of the Guangfu Society was also very admired by the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army as friendly forces. Their hearts were full of desire to save lives, and every comrade's movements were swift and accurate.

Fortunately, the Ninth Town of the New Army had uniform military uniforms, so the wounded and dead could be easily distinguished from the Guangfu Society. Even the few New Army members in the Guangfu Society had removed their collar badges and torn off their armbands. So it was easy to distinguish.

The New Army opposite the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army was surprised to find that the People's Party didn't simply carry people away, but performed simple treatment first. Use gauze to block the wound, or tie a rope belt on the legs or arms of those wounded. Although they didn't understand the significance of the tourniquet, the New Army clearly saw the bleeding speed of the wound decrease, and they instinctively felt that those white gauze were clean and effective.

"Brother, can you give us a few pieces of your white cloth?"

"Big brother over here, this person is a brother of our battalion. Look at this blood gurgling out. Help block it."

The military doctors hesitated slightly. Although both sides agreed not to carry weapons, there were guns everywhere on the battlefield now. One should not have the intention to harm others, but one must have the intention to guard against others. Officers and soldiers gathering wounded and dead on both sides had long armed themselves with weapons on the ground. Since the New Army didn't rush onto the core position of the Guangfu Society in the end, there were few overlapping areas between the two sides on the battlefield. This work of gathering one's own casualties was generally carried out in areas tacitly approved by both sides. Once crossing this tacit line, heaven knew what would happen.

During this hesitation, the New Army also felt something was wrong. The leading New Army officer seemed to have little hostility towards the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army. He bit his lip and looked guiltily towards the direction of the New Army position. When he turned his head back, there was already a determined look on his face. "Brothers of the People's Party over there, saving a life is better than building a seven-level pagoda. You can't just watch people die like this. How about this, if you are willing to save our brothers. Up to here, all guns on the ground are yours!"

The position where the officer stood was the area where the furthest dead of the Guangfu Society lay. This person was very clever; from the time he led people onto the battlefield, he stood at this position, equivalent to drawing the bottom line for the New Army side. The People's Party was unwilling to create side issues, so when collecting weapons, they had to give up a part of the area. Since this officer said so now, the New Army actually suffered very limited losses.

There were injured people everywhere on the battlefield, knowing it concerned their own life and death. The wounded of the New Army didn't care whether those people in blue clothes were enemies, nor did they care who inflicted their injuries. They all wanted to receive treatment. For a time, cries for help rang out on the position.

In the case of being able to save, the benevolence of a healer is an instinct. Providing treatment to the locality was also a common meal for the troops of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army. After discussing slightly, the military doctors began to treat the wounded soldiers carried over by the New Army. Bandaging, and even simple probing, extracting bullets, suturing wounds; the military doctors' techniques were extremely proficient. The New Army wounded knew their own affairs; the New Army lacked military doctors, and wounded soldiers injured a few days ago hadn't received treatment yet. Now although it was People's Party military doctors performing treatment, everyone was already in pain to death; no matter how painful it was, it couldn't be more miserable. Surprisingly, not a single person resisted treatment.

The New Army was awed by the prestige of the People's Party, and seeing these people's proficient techniques, they also let New Army officers and soldiers help during treatment. As for the treatment methods and treatment content used, they were also completely within the scope of understanding. Everyone originally worried that the People's Party military doctors would play dirty tricks, but later psychologically it vaguely turned into a kind of trust.

When both sides finished gathering the dead and wounded, the sun was also leaning west. Wang Youhong didn't expect the People's Party military doctors to be willing to treat the New Army. Even if the People's Party was buying people's hearts, Wang Youhong knew he absolutely couldn't delve into this matter. Seeing the troops had absolutely no will to fight after the big battle, he also ordered the troops to retreat slightly and set up camp.

Both sides finished gathering weapons within the tacit dividing line, and the battle of this day finally came to a complete end.

These days, the military doctors of the People's Party treated the injured with all their strength. Minor injury cases were bandaged, and serious injury cases underwent surgery. Except for the wounded who were completely immobile, Tao Chengzhang specifically sent people to escort the Guangfu Society members who couldn't continue fighting back to Hangzhou. There weren't many wounded left in the military hospital. With this fierce battle today, the number of wounded rose sharply. Although they had to send troops to guard key points, patrol, and be ready for combat at any time. The Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army, putting full effort into treating the wounded, was really unable to send too many people.

The troops of the Guangfu Society bringing up the rear, plus the rescued wounded, totaled more than a thousand. If it were normal days, they would definitely not obey the command of the People's Party. Fortunately, Xu Xilin didn't lose his clarity before falling into a coma from serious injuries. He called the leaders of various Guangfu Society units remaining here and asked them to obey the command of the People's Party completely. The Guangfu Society from top to bottom, having walked a circle before the gates of hell, knew the necessity of working together; no one opposed. The remaining more than two hundred uninjured or lightly injured troops of the Guangfu Society were divided into squads of ten, each squad led by two People's Party comrades. The People's Party sent an equal number of troops, and the entire mixed group stabilized the position.

The tightly closed operating room in the People's Party military medical camp was bright all night. Portable hand-cranked generators were cranked all night. Plus the power supply of lead-acid batteries, surgeries in the shadowless operating room barely made by the People's Party using electric lights and large mirrors were performed one after another.

Hei Dao Ren didn't know whether to feel proud of the People's Party's achievements or feel distressed for so many wounded. He returned to sit in the command post after patrolling the camp. Mental excitement and physical fatigue simultaneously invaded the body and mind of this Japanese revolutionary youth. Perhaps in such a time of mental and physical exhaustion, people are prone to think of the past. Hei Dao Ren suddenly thought of his motherland Japan. Two years ago, Hei Dao Ren, who completely despaired of Japanese domestic politics, resolutely went to China to pursue the revolutionary path and defected to the People's Party highly recommended by Chen Tianhua.

Two years passed in a blink of an eye. Hei Dao Ren was shocked to find that every time he recalled Japan, this motherland that once made him heartbroken seemed to be getting farther and farther away from him. Compared with the intense and vivid days now, the past life was like a gradually yellowing photo. Hei Dao Ren once hoped to return to Japan with brand new revolutionary concepts and revolutionary paths. After he participated in the Chinese revolution launched by the People's Party, what he saw and experienced every day. Especially the cause created together as true "equal comrades" for the first time captured Hei Dao Ren's body and mind more and more.

Hei Dao Ren had gradually forgotten that he was a Japanese named "Kuroshima Jinichiro." He didn't think he was a Chinese named "Hei Dao Ren" either. Now there existed only a People's Party member Hei Dao Ren. A Hei Dao Ren who worked for the welfare of the people and created tomorrow together with other revolutionary comrades. Even if these people were Chinese, even if the objects of treatment were People's Party comrades, or the Guangfu Society as a friendly force of the People's Party, or captured Qing troops. But essentially, all the work Hei Dao Ren did was saving lives. Even if he picked up weapons to fight war, Hei Dao Ren still didn't think he was a slaughterer. This feeling was indescribably different from being a Japanese or a Chinese. As a savior, a revolutionary, there was something beyond country or camp.

This unspeakable thing made Hei Dao Ren both confused and fascinated.

However, the situation didn't allow Hei Dao Ren, a revolutionary, to have too much time to face his personal problems. Not long after resting, the courier excitedly led two youths in plain clothes rushing into the command post where Hei Dao Ren was. Seeing Hei Dao Ren, the courier immediately shouted: "Commissar Hei, comrades from the support troops have arrived!"

It was absolutely impossible for the People's Party to leave any troop outside and ignore them. Before the medical team set off, the base area organized a battalion of reinforcement troops. In the battle a few days ago, Hei Dao Ren and other commanders agreed that the Guangfu Society couldn't win. The reinforcement troops began to move closer to the battlefield. But Hei Dao Ren didn't expect to contact the reinforcement troops so quickly.

"How far are the troops from here?" Hei Dao Ren immediately stood up and asked.

"Commissar Hei, the troops are still a day's journey from here." The liaison officer of the support troops answered while saluting.

If it were just the medical team and the guard team, Hei Dao Ren was absolutely confident in easily throwing off the New Army opposite and retreating safely back to the base area. But now there were still thousands of Guangfu Society wounded on the position. Making Hei Dao Ren make up his mind to abandon them and retreat alone was a very difficult thing.

Liaison officers were all capable comrades. He didn't rush here just to bring good news to Hei Dao Ren. The liaison officer asked seriously: "Commissar Hei, we have sent people to report the current situation to the support troops. I wonder if Commissar Hei plans to send these Guangfu Society wounded back to Zhejiang, or let them act on their own. Or should we take them back to our base area?"

Most of the Guangfu Society personnel left here were injured, and weapons and ammunition were almost exhausted. Letting them return to Zhejiang on their own was no different from letting them die. If the New Army chased from behind, these people were doomed.

Sending them back to Zhejiang was also very inadvisable. The base area was short of troops now. The battalion of support troops was called support, but actually also served as the advance troops for defending the base area. If the Jiangnan New Army was obsessed and launched an attack on the base area, this troop must serve as the first line of defense. Transferring a whole battalion of thousands of troops to go thousands of *li* to Zhejiang was really a big joke.

Since neither of the first two was very advisable, the remaining relatively rational choice was only to take the Guangfu Society wounded back to the base area. But Hei Dao Ren was just a regiment-level political commissar now; he couldn't completely decide on such a major event. But the situation in front of him was that including the Guangfu Society wounded, fully counted seventeen or eighteen hundred people were facing Nanjing with tens of thousands of troops. And this troop was the rear guard. If the Qing army in Nanjing made up their mind to pursue the fleeing Guangfu Society, they must break through Hei Dao Ren's unit close at hand.

Hei Dao Ren suddenly remembered his "savior's realization" not long ago. To be a savior, one can only stand at the forefront of difficulties at all times, letting oneself bear the wind and rain of harsh reality. Only in this way can the people behind suffer less hardship.

Seeing Hei Dao Ren pondering silently, the liaison officer asked tentatively: "Commissar Hei, what plan do you have?"

Hei Dao Ren asked: "What does Commissar Xu think?"

"Commissar Xu definitely wants to bring the whole battalion here. The Party Committee's idea is to definitely bring the medical team safely back to the base area." The courier said very simply.

Hei Dao Ren's rank was one level higher than the battalion political commissar of the reinforcement troops. In terms of command, the battalion political commissar couldn't command Regiment Political Commissar Hei Dao Ren. Moreover, the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army would absolutely not let the precious medical team encounter any accidents.

"Then wait until everyone arrives, and we will hold a Party Committee meeting to decide this matter." Hei Dao Ren was unwilling to make a decision so early. If it concerned the lives of thousands of people, even if the other party was the Guangfu Society, even if the Guangfu Society left the People's Party friendly troops behind without hesitation. Hei Dao Ren still couldn't issue the order to abandon these people completely.

After arranging for the courier to go down, Hei Dao Ren decided to sleep for a while no matter what. No matter which choice was adopted, enough energy was needed to act. If he didn't rest now, when it was time to act, he absolutely wouldn't do well.

At dawn the next day, the military doctors who had been busy all night finally completed basic treatment. The camp in the early morning was filled with a smell of blood and disinfectant water. The troops guarding all night changed shifts one after another. Early morning was the most dangerous time. In the military textbooks of the People's Party, early morning and afternoon were considered good times for surprise attacks, especially the early morning when the sky just brightened. The night watch was already extremely tired, and the relieving troops hadn't entered the state yet. It was exactly the time when mistakes were most likely to occur.

The Qing army seemed to have exhausted their energy in yesterday's battle and had no plan to attack at all. As the sun rose, the camp centered on the hospital fortifications gradually had some lively feeling. The soldiers of the Guangfu Society didn't speak either. After dawn, they presented two states: a part of people completely obeyed the command of the People's Party. The other part gathered again, whispering to each other.

Hei Dao Ren got up to patrol the camp and saw the blank faces of the Guangfu Society soldiers. Those soldiers who were fearless of death yesterday now became like wooden figures one by one. While suspecting whether these people had suffered too much stimulation, he saw several Guangfu Society leaders leaning over.

"Mr. Hei, we are leaving." The leaders spoke very straightforwardly. Since the rear guard troops had temporarily guarded the rear route, and the Qing army showed no sign of continuing to attack, they believed their responsibility had arrived and there was no reason to continue staying here.

"Then what do you plan to do with your injured Guangfu Society comrades?" Even knowing these defectors wouldn't be willing to take people away, Hei Dao Ren couldn't help stimulating them a bit.

"Some brothers with minor injuries are willing to go with us; we'll take them. As for those other people, we can only rely on you brothers of the People's Party." The leaders answered very crisply. "Mr. Hei, we remember your life-saving grace."

Hei Dao Ren really didn't know how to answer. Looking at the nervous appearance of the leaders, Hei Dao Ren thought these people were worried that taking the wounded would slow them down. While hesitating, he heard the leaders continue: "Mr. Hei, we have to leave now. If we leave late, I'm afraid the Qing army will attack up."

Only then did Hei Dao Ren understand that the nervousness on the leaders' faces wasn't because they felt embarrassed, but because they were unwilling to fight anymore. Having completely despaired of these people in his heart, Hei Dao Ren was unwilling to say meaningless ugly words anymore. "You take the lightly wounded and go."

The Guangfu Society people left in a hurry. They didn't care at all how the People's Party and those Guangfu Society members unwilling to leave viewed them. Saying they took the lightly wounded, actually, they took those wounded who only needed slight bandaging. They didn't take a single one of those with inconvenient movement.

The Qing army seemed to know what happened in the People's Party camp; the sound of bugles rang out from afar. Hei Dao Ren hurriedly led the troops to the high ground. The Qing army sent troops. Looking from afar, the ant-like Qing army troops lined up in not very neat units began to form rows on the opposite side of the valley again. Under the command of officers, the formation of artillery, machine gunners, and front-row infantry became neater and neater. What annoyed Hei Dao Ren was that two observation balloons even rose on the New Army position. The balloons rose higher and higher, soon exceeding the hilltop high ground in altitude. The entire position of the People's Party was completely exposed within the field of vision of the observation balloons.

This was the last chance to retreat. Hei Dao Ren's face was gloomy. He said to the courier: "Convene a Party Committee meeting!"

Major decisions in the troops had to pass through the Party Committee; the more urgent the matter, the more so. At the Party Committee meeting, Hei Dao Ren briefly told the comrades the situation faced. After finishing, Hei Dao Ren added an introduction: "Comrades, we didn't have any casualties before because the Guangfu Society was fighting. For our great victory yesterday, if there hadn't been Guangfu Society comrades holding out at the very front line, we couldn't have done it easily either. Now if we start a war, all casualties will be borne by ourselves."

The Party Committee meeting wasn't going through the motions. Immediately a comrade stood up and said: "It's no longer a question of bringing up the rear. According to the intelligence brought back by the scouts we sent, the Guangfu Society is at least fifty *li* away now. Even if we are not here now, the Qing army can't catch up with the Guangfu Society. Our problem now is how to treat the Guangfu Society wounded."

Comrades nodded one after another; this was the key to everything.

"If we take them with us now, how many people can we take?"

"Can't take many. The medical team is exhausted now, and we still have quite a few pieces of equipment to transport. Taking the equipment ourselves is already the limit. Key metal parts inside the equipment are dismantled and taken away; other wooden parts are left behind. We are already so tired ourselves; in this situation, we can't walk fast either."

"There are also quite a few weapons of the Guangfu Society and the New Army. If we take these things, I'm afraid we can't outrun the Qing army."

"I observed; the troops dispatched by the Qing army this time are not the group from yesterday. The physical strength of this group won't be bad."

Everyone gathered various situations together. Same as previous meetings, Hei Dao Ren found that comrades' observation and understanding of the war situation were no less than his own. This was the meaning of the Party meeting. If comrades couldn't pool this intelligence together, it would be absolutely impossible to have a comprehensive understanding. Even less possible to let everyone reach the most scientific decision.

"Commissar Hei, if we can't retreat, let's fight them."

"Yeah, reinforcement troops arrive today. No matter what, we can hold out until that time."

"The Qing army's tactic is simply a tactic of sending people to die. I don't think they can come up with a tactic different from yesterday today."

"The key is that we don't have enough troops; outflanking is too dangerous. Even if we disrupt the enemy's formation, the frontal troops are not enough to launch a charge to solve the enemy."

"Except for positional warfare, there is no other way; we can only fight shooting against shooting."

"Having a machine gun would be good. Even if not, having shells for the cannons would be good."

Although democratic centralism was very efficient, going off-topic as soon as discussion started was also the most common problem. Hearing comrades had made up their minds, Hei Dao Ren interrupted the discussion on details. "Does everyone agree to fight?"

"Agree."

"There's no better way than fighting."

"Agree to fight!"

"Then start arranging the position."

Facing the People's Party, Wang Youhong had made up his mind. The Qing army's scouts had actually been sent far out. Last night, scouts captured a dozen Guangfu Society people. Since they were defeated and retreating, the captives of the Guangfu Society didn't have such high spirits either. Even so, Wang Youhong used both soft and hard tactics. After a good while of torture, Wang Youhong explained, "Only want news of the People's Party." Learning it wasn't betraying the Guangfu Society, only then did some Guangfu Society personnel who couldn't stand the torture tell the intelligence of the People's Party.

Learning that the opposite was only five or six hundred People's Party troops, among whom was a large group of doctors, Wang Youhong was overjoyed. Although he didn't know why the People's Party wanted to defend the hospital to the death, Wang Youhong knew very well this was his biggest opportunity. Wounded soldiers moved inconveniently; unless the People's Party left these people behind completely, otherwise they definitely couldn't leave.

The Ninth Town of the New Army indeed suffered quite a few casualties, but since the main force of the Guangfu Society fled, Nanjing gathered more than thirty thousand troops overall. There was no lack of cannons and machine guns. Wang Youhong didn't believe at all that five or six hundred People's Party people could block the rotational attacks of troops of such scale.

As soon as dawn broke, Wang Youhong began to mobilize troops, not only the New Army. Wang Youhong's backbone River Defense Army was also mobilized over. Looking at the empty hilltop opposite, Wang Youhong ordered the balloon troops to lift off.

The news was exciting. The People's Party didn't retreat. In the binoculars, some people ran far away, but their attire wasn't dark blue military uniforms. That is to say, even the remnants of the Guangfu Society abandoned the People's Party troops.

"Heavy rewards for those who advance! Beheading for those who retreat! Pass the order, those who go up the hilltop first, reward one hundred taels!" If he could annihilate five hundred People's Party people, Wang Youhong would be the commander of the Manchu Qing's greatest victory against the People's Party. Wang Youhong didn't care about rewards at all.

Stimulated by the bounty, the Qing army troops showed considerable excitement. Officers incited: "Brothers, how many things can one hundred taels buy! Eat and drink what? Everyone knows, right!"

A burst of clamor erupted immediately in the Qing army queue. This attraction was absolutely not something the Qing army could resist.

"Brothers, the money Lord Wang rewards is rewarded by Lord Wang. I promise everyone benefits from my side. If we win this time, I'll book the Yixiang Pavilion and invite the brothers who rush up to have fun!"

Troops in the late Qing were extremely addicted to eating, drinking, whoring, and gambling. This call of sensory stimulation was far more powerful than loyalty to the court. The noise in the Qing army became even louder.

"What is there to fear about the People's Party!"

"In Wuhu, we beat them back. What is there to fear about them here in our Nanjing."

Accompanied by the high emotion, the first Qing army troop held the military flag high and set off towards the People's Party's position.

Same as yesterday, on the mountain ridge where the People's Party was, except for a lonely red flag, there was nothing else.
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The smell of blood permeated the thick gunpowder smoke. In addition to these smells that made one's hair stand on end, the air was also filled with the screams and groans of the wounded. Since the New Army's artillery didn't really achieve any combat results, the dead still maintained intact bodies. Gunshot wounds on the body only resulted in large amounts of blood loss; blood stains on clothes were still within an acceptable range. The miserable sight of many holes and depressions created by bullets on the head, or simply a large piece of the head being blown off, greatly challenged the limit of human spirit.

The New Army was still quite spirited, especially since these people had never been on the battlefield. When entering the battle, the fervent atmosphere of the battlefield swept through the entire youth of the New Army, and the feeling of death was not strong. Or rather, they didn't have time to notice the existence of death. When these people returned to the Shura field they personally participated in creating, seeing with their own eyes the lives destroyed by war, and those who were crying and gradually dying, they knew what a battlefield was and what death was.

"You guys, go see if there are any surviving brothers in that pile of people." An officer couldn't help roaring. New Army soldiers were instinctively avoiding the dead with tragic appearances, especially avoiding the death line where the most wounded and dead accumulated at the end of the battle.

Although under the urging of officers, these New Army soldiers with no battlefield medical experience had to start finding the wounded and gathering the dead together. But their pale faces, frowning brows, and fearful eyes all revealed the psychological activity of these New Army soldiers wanting to turn and flee.

To avoid the miserable sight in front of them, the New Army had to look up often. They saw the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army not far away didn't have this problem at all. The Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army didn't have the fear of the New Army at all. Seeing confirmed survivors, they carried them out deftly and performed battlefield first aid immediately. There were also some soldiers of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army dividing areas on the position and probing one by one. They pressed their fingers on the necks of motionless people. After a while, they called people over to help with treatment, or continued to check the next person lying prone or sideways.

Perhaps because they had seen too many bloody scenes, or perhaps because the medical knowledge and practice of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army were richer. Or simply because they had seen too many seriously injured comrades-in-arms or enemies recover their health after treatment, so the soldiers of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army had no fear of the tragic battlefield in their minds at all. Everyone had only one thought in their minds: seizing time can save comrades-in-arms. Not only comrades-in-arms, but the fearless fighting shown by the soldiers of the Guangfu Society was also very admired by the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army as friendly forces. Their hearts were full of desire to save lives, and every comrade's movements were swift and accurate.

Fortunately, the Ninth Town of the New Army had uniform military uniforms, so the wounded and dead could be easily distinguished from the Guangfu Society. Even the few New Army members in the Guangfu Society had removed their collar badges and torn off their armbands. So it was easy to distinguish.

The New Army opposite the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army was surprised to find that the People's Party didn't simply carry people away, but performed simple treatment first. Use gauze to block the wound, or tie a rope belt on the legs or arms of those wounded. Although they didn't understand the significance of the tourniquet, the New Army clearly saw the bleeding speed of the wound decrease, and they instinctively felt that those white gauze were clean and effective.

"Brother, can you give us a few pieces of your white cloth?"

"Big brother over here, this person is a brother of our battalion. Look at this blood gurgling out. Help block it."

The military doctors hesitated slightly. Although both sides agreed not to carry weapons, there were guns everywhere on the battlefield now. One should not have the intention to harm others, but one must have the intention to guard against others. Officers and soldiers gathering wounded and dead on both sides had long armed themselves with weapons on the ground. Since the New Army didn't rush onto the core position of the Guangfu Society in the end, there were few overlapping areas between the two sides on the battlefield. This work of gathering one's own casualties was generally carried out in areas tacitly approved by both sides. Once crossing this tacit line, heaven knew what would happen.

During this hesitation, the New Army also felt something was wrong. The leading New Army officer seemed to have little hostility towards the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army. He bit his lip and looked guiltily towards the direction of the New Army position. When he turned his head back, there was already a determined look on his face. "Brothers of the People's Party over there, saving a life is better than building a seven-level pagoda. You can't just watch people die like this. How about this, if you are willing to save our brothers. Up to here, all guns on the ground are yours!"

The position where the officer stood was the area where the furthest dead of the Guangfu Society lay. This person was very clever; from the time he led people onto the battlefield, he stood at this position, equivalent to drawing the bottom line for the New Army side. The People's Party was unwilling to create side issues, so when collecting weapons, they had to give up a part of the area. Since this officer said so now, the New Army actually suffered very limited losses.

There were injured people everywhere on the battlefield, knowing it concerned their own life and death. The wounded of the New Army didn't care whether those people in blue clothes were enemies, nor did they care who inflicted their injuries. They all wanted to receive treatment. For a time, cries for help rang out on the position.

In the case of being able to save, the benevolence of a healer is an instinct. Providing treatment to the locality was also a common meal for the troops of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army. After discussing slightly, the military doctors began to treat the wounded soldiers carried over by the New Army. Bandaging, and even simple probing, extracting bullets, suturing wounds; the military doctors' techniques were extremely proficient. The New Army wounded knew their own affairs; the New Army lacked military doctors, and wounded soldiers injured a few days ago hadn't received treatment yet. Now although it was People's Party military doctors performing treatment, everyone was already in pain to death; no matter how painful it was, it couldn't be more miserable. Surprisingly, not a single person resisted treatment.

The New Army was awed by the prestige of the People's Party, and seeing these people's proficient techniques, they also let New Army officers and soldiers help during treatment. As for the treatment methods and treatment content used, they were also completely within the scope of understanding. Everyone originally worried that the People's Party military doctors would play dirty tricks, but later psychologically it vaguely turned into a kind of trust.

When both sides finished gathering the dead and wounded, the sun was also leaning west. Wang Youhong didn't expect the People's Party military doctors to be willing to treat the New Army. Even if the People's Party was buying people's hearts, Wang Youhong knew he absolutely couldn't delve into this matter. Seeing the troops had absolutely no will to fight after the big battle, he also ordered the troops to retreat slightly and set up camp.

Both sides finished gathering weapons within the tacit dividing line, and the battle of this day finally came to a complete end.

These days, the military doctors of the People's Party treated the injured with all their strength. Minor injury cases were bandaged, and serious injury cases underwent surgery. Except for the wounded who were completely immobile, Tao Chengzhang specifically sent people to escort the Guangfu Society members who couldn't continue fighting back to Hangzhou. There weren't many wounded left in the military hospital. With this fierce battle today, the number of wounded rose sharply. Although they had to send troops to guard key points, patrol, and be ready for combat at any time. The Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army, putting full effort into treating the wounded, was really unable to send too many people.

The troops of the Guangfu Society bringing up the rear, plus the rescued wounded, totaled more than a thousand. If it were normal days, they would definitely not obey the command of the People's Party. Fortunately, Xu Xilin didn't lose his clarity before falling into a coma from serious injuries. He called the leaders of various Guangfu Society units remaining here and asked them to obey the command of the People's Party completely. The Guangfu Society from top to bottom, having walked a circle before the gates of hell, knew the necessity of working together; no one opposed. The remaining more than two hundred uninjured or lightly injured troops of the Guangfu Society were divided into squads of ten, each squad led by two People's Party comrades. The People's Party sent an equal number of troops, and the entire mixed group stabilized the position.

The tightly closed operating room in the People's Party military medical camp was bright all night. Portable hand-cranked generators were cranked all night. Plus the power supply of lead-acid batteries, surgeries in the shadowless operating room barely made by the People's Party using electric lights and large mirrors were performed one after another.

Hei Dao Ren didn't know whether to feel proud of the People's Party's achievements or feel distressed for so many wounded. He returned to sit in the command post after patrolling the camp. Mental excitement and physical fatigue simultaneously invaded the body and mind of this Japanese revolutionary youth. Perhaps in such a time of mental and physical exhaustion, people are prone to think of the past. Hei Dao Ren suddenly thought of his motherland Japan. Two years ago, Hei Dao Ren, who completely despaired of Japanese domestic politics, resolutely went to China to pursue the revolutionary path and defected to the People's Party highly recommended by Chen Tianhua.

Two years passed in a blink of an eye. Hei Dao Ren was shocked to find that every time he recalled Japan, this motherland that once made him heartbroken seemed to be getting farther and farther away from him. Compared with the intense and vivid days now, the past life was like a gradually yellowing photo. Hei Dao Ren once hoped to return to Japan with brand new revolutionary concepts and revolutionary paths. After he participated in the Chinese revolution launched by the People's Party, what he saw and experienced every day. Especially the cause created together as true "equal comrades" for the first time captured Hei Dao Ren's body and mind more and more.

Hei Dao Ren had gradually forgotten that he was a Japanese named "Kuroshima Jinichiro." He didn't think he was a Chinese named "Hei Dao Ren" either. Now there existed only a People's Party member Hei Dao Ren. A Hei Dao Ren who worked for the welfare of the people and created tomorrow together with other revolutionary comrades. Even if these people were Chinese, even if the objects of treatment were People's Party comrades, or the Guangfu Society as a friendly force of the People's Party, or captured Qing troops. But essentially, all the work Hei Dao Ren did was saving lives. Even if he picked up weapons to fight war, Hei Dao Ren still didn't think he was a slaughterer. This feeling was indescribably different from being a Japanese or a Chinese. As a savior, a revolutionary, there was something beyond country or camp.

This unspeakable thing made Hei Dao Ren both confused and fascinated.

However, the situation didn't allow Hei Dao Ren, a revolutionary, to have too much time to face his personal problems. Not long after resting, the courier excitedly led two youths in plain clothes rushing into the command post where Hei Dao Ren was. Seeing Hei Dao Ren, the courier immediately shouted: "Commissar Hei, comrades from the support troops have arrived!"

It was absolutely impossible for the People's Party to leave any troop outside and ignore them. Before the medical team set off, the base area organized a battalion of reinforcement troops. In the battle a few days ago, Hei Dao Ren and other commanders agreed that the Guangfu Society couldn't win. The reinforcement troops began to move closer to the battlefield. But Hei Dao Ren didn't expect to contact the reinforcement troops so quickly.

"How far are the troops from here?" Hei Dao Ren immediately stood up and asked.

"Commissar Hei, the troops are still a day's journey from here." The liaison officer of the support troops answered while saluting.

If it were just the medical team and the guard team, Hei Dao Ren was absolutely confident in easily throwing off the New Army opposite and retreating safely back to the base area. But now there were still thousands of Guangfu Society wounded on the position. Making Hei Dao Ren make up his mind to abandon them and retreat alone was a very difficult thing.

Liaison officers were all capable comrades. He didn't rush here just to bring good news to Hei Dao Ren. The liaison officer asked seriously: "Commissar Hei, we have sent people to report the current situation to the support troops. I wonder if Commissar Hei plans to send these Guangfu Society wounded back to Zhejiang, or let them act on their own. Or should we take them back to our base area?"

Most of the Guangfu Society personnel left here were injured, and weapons and ammunition were almost exhausted. Letting them return to Zhejiang on their own was no different from letting them die. If the New Army chased from behind, these people were doomed.

Sending them back to Zhejiang was also very inadvisable. The base area was short of troops now. The battalion of support troops was called support, but actually also served as the advance troops for defending the base area. If the Jiangnan New Army was obsessed and launched an attack on the base area, this troop must serve as the first line of defense. Transferring a whole battalion of thousands of troops to go thousands of *li* to Zhejiang was really a big joke.

Since neither of the first two was very advisable, the remaining relatively rational choice was only to take the Guangfu Society wounded back to the base area. But Hei Dao Ren was just a regiment-level political commissar now; he couldn't completely decide on such a major event. But the situation in front of him was that including the Guangfu Society wounded, fully counted seventeen or eighteen hundred people were facing Nanjing with tens of thousands of troops. And this troop was the rear guard. If the Qing army in Nanjing made up their mind to pursue the fleeing Guangfu Society, they must break through Hei Dao Ren's unit close at hand.

Hei Dao Ren suddenly remembered his "savior's realization" not long ago. To be a savior, one can only stand at the forefront of difficulties at all times, letting oneself bear the wind and rain of harsh reality. Only in this way can the people behind suffer less hardship.

Seeing Hei Dao Ren pondering silently, the liaison officer asked tentatively: "Commissar Hei, what plan do you have?"

Hei Dao Ren asked: "What does Commissar Xu think?"

"Commissar Xu definitely wants to bring the whole battalion here. The Party Committee's idea is to definitely bring the medical team safely back to the base area." The courier said very simply.

Hei Dao Ren's rank was one level higher than the battalion political commissar of the reinforcement troops. In terms of command, the battalion political commissar couldn't command Regiment Political Commissar Hei Dao Ren. Moreover, the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army would absolutely not let the precious medical team encounter any accidents.

"Then wait until everyone arrives, and we will hold a Party Committee meeting to decide this matter." Hei Dao Ren was unwilling to make a decision so early. If it concerned the lives of thousands of people, even if the other party was the Guangfu Society, even if the Guangfu Society left the People's Party friendly troops behind without hesitation. Hei Dao Ren still couldn't issue the order to abandon these people completely.

After arranging for the courier to go down, Hei Dao Ren decided to sleep for a while no matter what. No matter which choice was adopted, enough energy was needed to act. If he didn't rest now, when it was time to act, he absolutely wouldn't do well.

At dawn the next day, the military doctors who had been busy all night finally completed basic treatment. The camp in the early morning was filled with a smell of blood and disinfectant water. The troops guarding all night changed shifts one after another. Early morning was the most dangerous time. In the military textbooks of the People's Party, early morning and afternoon were considered good times for surprise attacks, especially the early morning when the sky just brightened. The night watch was already extremely tired, and the relieving troops hadn't entered the state yet. It was exactly the time when mistakes were most likely to occur.

The Qing army seemed to have exhausted their energy in yesterday's battle and had no plan to attack at all. As the sun rose, the camp centered on the hospital fortifications gradually had some lively feeling. The soldiers of the Guangfu Society didn't speak either. After dawn, they presented two states: a part of people completely obeyed the command of the People's Party. The other part gathered again, whispering to each other.

Hei Dao Ren got up to patrol the camp and saw the blank faces of the Guangfu Society soldiers. Those soldiers who were fearless of death yesterday now became like wooden figures one by one. While suspecting whether these people had suffered too much stimulation, he saw several Guangfu Society leaders leaning over.

"Mr. Hei, we are leaving." The leaders spoke very straightforwardly. Since the rear guard troops had temporarily guarded the rear route, and the Qing army showed no sign of continuing to attack, they believed their responsibility had arrived and there was no reason to continue staying here.

"Then what do you plan to do with your injured Guangfu Society comrades?" Even knowing these defectors wouldn't be willing to take people away, Hei Dao Ren couldn't help stimulating them a bit.

"Some brothers with minor injuries are willing to go with us; we'll take them. As for those other people, we can only rely on you brothers of the People's Party." The leaders answered very crisply. "Mr. Hei, we remember your life-saving grace."

Hei Dao Ren really didn't know how to answer. Looking at the nervous appearance of the leaders, Hei Dao Ren thought these people were worried that taking the wounded would slow them down. While hesitating, he heard the leaders continue: "Mr. Hei, we have to leave now. If we leave late, I'm afraid the Qing army will attack up."

Only then did Hei Dao Ren understand that the nervousness on the leaders' faces wasn't because they felt embarrassed, but because they were unwilling to fight anymore. Having completely despaired of these people in his heart, Hei Dao Ren was unwilling to say meaningless ugly words anymore. "You take the lightly wounded and go."

The Guangfu Society people left in a hurry. They didn't care at all how the People's Party and those Guangfu Society members unwilling to leave viewed them. Saying they took the lightly wounded, actually, they took those wounded who only needed slight bandaging. They didn't take a single one of those with inconvenient movement.

The Qing army seemed to know what happened in the People's Party camp; the sound of bugles rang out from afar. Hei Dao Ren hurriedly led the troops to the high ground. The Qing army sent troops. Looking from afar, the ant-like Qing army troops lined up in not very neat units began to form rows on the opposite side of the valley again. Under the command of officers, the formation of artillery, machine gunners, and front-row infantry became neater and neater. What annoyed Hei Dao Ren was that two observation balloons even rose on the New Army position. The balloons rose higher and higher, soon exceeding the hilltop high ground in altitude. The entire position of the People's Party was completely exposed within the field of vision of the observation balloons.

This was the last chance to retreat. Hei Dao Ren's face was gloomy. He said to the courier: "Convene a Party Committee meeting!"

Major decisions in the troops had to pass through the Party Committee; the more urgent the matter, the more so. At the Party Committee meeting, Hei Dao Ren briefly told the comrades the situation faced. After finishing, Hei Dao Ren added an introduction: "Comrades, we didn't have any casualties before because the Guangfu Society was fighting. For our great victory yesterday, if there hadn't been Guangfu Society comrades holding out at the very front line, we couldn't have done it easily either. Now if we start a war, all casualties will be borne by ourselves."

The Party Committee meeting wasn't going through the motions. Immediately a comrade stood up and said: "It's no longer a question of bringing up the rear. According to the intelligence brought back by the scouts we sent, the Guangfu Society is at least fifty *li* away now. Even if we are not here now, the Qing army can't catch up with the Guangfu Society. Our problem now is how to treat the Guangfu Society wounded."

Comrades nodded one after another; this was the key to everything.

"If we take them with us now, how many people can we take?"

"Can't take many. The medical team is exhausted now, and we still have quite a few pieces of equipment to transport. Taking the equipment ourselves is already the limit. Key metal parts inside the equipment are dismantled and taken away; other wooden parts are left behind. We are already so tired ourselves; in this situation, we can't walk fast either."

"There are also quite a few weapons of the Guangfu Society and the New Army. If we take these things, I'm afraid we can't outrun the Qing army."

"I observed; the troops dispatched by the Qing army this time are not the group from yesterday. The physical strength of this group won't be bad."

Everyone gathered various situations together. Same as previous meetings, Hei Dao Ren found that comrades' observation and understanding of the war situation were no less than his own. This was the meaning of the Party meeting. If comrades couldn't pool this intelligence together, it would be absolutely impossible to have a comprehensive understanding. Even less possible to let everyone reach the most scientific decision.

"Commissar Hei, if we can't retreat, let's fight them."

"Yeah, reinforcement troops arrive today. No matter what, we can hold out until that time."

"The Qing army's tactic is simply a tactic of sending people to die. I don't think they can come up with a tactic different from yesterday today."

"The key is that we don't have enough troops; outflanking is too dangerous. Even if we disrupt the enemy's formation, the frontal troops are not enough to launch a charge to solve the enemy."

"Except for positional warfare, there is no other way; we can only fight shooting against shooting."

"Having a machine gun would be good. Even if not, having shells for the cannons would be good."

Although democratic centralism was very efficient, going off-topic as soon as discussion started was also the most common problem. Hearing comrades had made up their minds, Hei Dao Ren interrupted the discussion on details. "Does everyone agree to fight?"

"Agree."

"There's no better way than fighting."

"Agree to fight!"

"Then start arranging the position."

Facing the People's Party, Wang Youhong had made up his mind. The Qing army's scouts had actually been sent far out. Last night, scouts captured a dozen Guangfu Society people. Since they were defeated and retreating, the captives of the Guangfu Society didn't have such high spirits either. Even so, Wang Youhong used both soft and hard tactics. After a good while of torture, Wang Youhong explained, "Only want news of the People's Party." Learning it wasn't betraying the Guangfu Society, only then did some Guangfu Society personnel who couldn't stand the torture tell the intelligence of the People's Party.

Learning that the opposite was only five or six hundred People's Party troops, among whom was a large group of doctors, Wang Youhong was overjoyed. Although he didn't know why the People's Party wanted to defend the hospital to the death, Wang Youhong knew very well this was his biggest opportunity. Wounded soldiers moved inconveniently; unless the People's Party left these people behind completely, otherwise they definitely couldn't leave.

The Ninth Town of the New Army indeed suffered quite a few casualties, but since the main force of the Guangfu Society fled, Nanjing gathered more than thirty thousand troops overall. There was no lack of cannons and machine guns. Wang Youhong didn't believe at all that five or six hundred People's Party people could block the rotational attacks of troops of such scale.

As soon as dawn broke, Wang Youhong began to mobilize troops, not only the New Army. Wang Youhong's backbone River Defense Army was also mobilized over. Looking at the empty hilltop opposite, Wang Youhong ordered the balloon troops to lift off.

The news was exciting. The People's Party didn't retreat. In the binoculars, some people ran far away, but their attire wasn't dark blue military uniforms. That is to say, even the remnants of the Guangfu Society abandoned the People's Party troops.

"Heavy rewards for those who advance! Beheading for those who retreat! Pass the order, those who go up the hilltop first, reward one hundred taels!" If he could annihilate five hundred People's Party people, Wang Youhong would be the commander of the Manchu Qing's greatest victory against the People's Party. Wang Youhong didn't care about rewards at all.

Stimulated by the bounty, the Qing army troops showed considerable excitement. Officers incited: "Brothers, how many things can one hundred taels buy! Eat and drink what? Everyone knows, right!"

A burst of clamor erupted immediately in the Qing army queue. This attraction was absolutely not something the Qing army could resist.

"Brothers, the money Lord Wang rewards is rewarded by Lord Wang. I promise everyone benefits from my side. If we win this time, I'll book the Yixiang Pavilion and invite the brothers who rush up to have fun!"

Troops in the late Qing were extremely addicted to eating, drinking, whoring, and gambling. This call of sensory stimulation was far more powerful than loyalty to the court. The noise in the Qing army became even louder.

"What is there to fear about the People's Party!"

"In Wuhu, we beat them back. What is there to fear about them here in our Nanjing."

Accompanied by the high emotion, the first Qing army troop held the military flag high and set off towards the People's Party's position.

Same as yesterday, on the mountain ridge where the People's Party was, except for a lonely red flag, there was nothing else.



★


The Grassroots 8

Volume 4 - Chapter 24

❧ ❧ ❧
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The reconnaissance balloon hanging high in the sky made the People's Party comrades feel extremely unaccustomed. It wasn't that everyone was unaccustomed to the existence of reconnaissance balloons, but unaccustomed to the fact that reconnaissance balloons had risen on the enemy's side.

"Can we shoot the balloon down?" Several commanders couldn't help complaining to Hei Dao Ren.

Looking at the balloon in the air far away, Hei Dao Ren felt like he had eaten a fly. Even so, what Hei Dao Ren said was something else: "Comrades, I have been on a balloon. The New Army's binoculars don't have high magnification; they actually can't see clearly at this distance. Everyone look with binoculars; can you see the people on the balloon clearly? Let's hide well; they can't see us. Everyone explain clearly to other comrades, let everyone hide well and fight with ease."

Among the comrades, quite a few had already raised binoculars to look at the balloon. The New Army soldiers in the balloon basket were shadowy and couldn't be seen clearly at all. Hearing Hei Dao Ren say this, everyone relaxed. The soldiers just felt awkward in their hearts. Commanders at all levels explained this reason clearly, plus letting comrades look at the balloon one by one with binoculars, finally solving this problem.

Hei Dao Ren rejoiced secretly in his heart. Although his words were true, Hei Dao Ren didn't explain clearly that the magnification of the People's Party's binoculars was limited. If the enemy held binoculars with larger magnification, they might not necessarily be unable to see clearly.

"Absolutely never fight this kind of meaningless positional warfare again in the future." Hei Dao Ren made up his mind secretly. If it were in the vast countryside, Hei Dao Ren was absolutely confident in using five hundred people to drag tens of thousands of enemies around. If the enemy dared to chase relentlessly, Hei Dao Ren was confident in spending a few days leading these tens of thousands of enemies by the nose until they fell apart. Finally, the exhausted enemy army would be led into an ambush circle, and other ambush troops waiting at ease would annihilate the enemy in one blow.

Previously mentioning the countryside, everyone felt the countryside was bitter and tiring. After the People's Party devoted itself to building the countryside, there was great potential in the vast countryside of the base area. As long as they were closely united with the broad masses of people, any enemy could be easily defeated. Don't look at the tens of thousands of enemies in Nanjing gathering together like hedgehogs now, seemingly difficult to deal with. As long as these tens of thousands of people entered a county in the base area, this bit of military strength counted for nothing at all.

Thinking of this, a sense of annoyance arose in Hei Dao Ren's heart. If he had this realization before sending troops this time, he definitely wouldn't have been confused by things like a decisive battle of tens of thousands of people. Arranging retreat routes, urgently settling and transporting the wounded. Although the effect might not necessarily be great, it would always be better than now. As long as they could break away from such a close distance with the enemy, even if fighting a blocking action, there were many other methods that could be adopted. But at this time, thinking so much was useless. Hei Dao Ren expelled thoughts unrelated to the battle, and his attention began to return to the battlefield.

The Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army never gave up building fortifications. Even if there were enemy balloons in the air, the communication trenches connecting various positions could also cover the figures of troop movements. Cat-waisted, crawling and running, Hei Dao Ren walked through the defensive positions of the two companies completely. Boosting the morale of comrades, checking the characteristics of the defense system. Even if the Qing army brigade began to advance towards the position of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army, the final preparatory work before the war still couldn't be sloppy.

The morale of the soldiers was high; they didn't have the slightest fear because the disparity in military strength was too great. Everyone greeted Hei Dao Ren who passed by in low voices. The supreme commander came to their side personally, meaning they were not ignored by the command post. The command post knew what kind of situation they were facing; this was a great encouragement to the soldiers' psychology.

The soldiers didn't observe the enemy situation nervously but began to check their rifles for the last time. Whether the front sight was loose, whether the front sight position was fixed on the mark engraved after calibrating the gun. Some agile soldiers even disassembled and reassembled the gun roughly again, ensuring there were no problems with the operation of internal parts.

While the soldiers were making final preparations before the battle, Hei Dao Ren had finished inspecting the position and returned to the command position. The command position was in a part with the best field of vision in the middle of the battle line. Not too many troops were deployed here. Inside the bunker, Hei Dao Ren looked down from above as the enemy gradually approached. The Qing army rushing up in front and back groups totaled about more than six hundred people, presenting a standard line attack mode. It could be said to be exactly the same as the New Army's performance yesterday.

"Do these people not learn a lesson at all? Haven't sent enough people to die?" The Second Company Commander beside Hei Dao Ren couldn't help saying. The troops didn't all go to the front line. Deployed on the first line were the troops of the First Company; the Second Company only sent one platoon. The other three platoons remained as reserve forces in a position further back. The Second Company Commander was naturally observing the enemy situation at the front line.

"Can't help it; they only learned to fight like this." There was a feeling of relief in Hei Dao Ren's tone.

"Hope so. If they attack like this, we can definitely hold." The Second Company Commander also felt somewhat relieved.

Wang Youhong really didn't expect that the Qing army's advance wasn't attacked by the People's Party at all. The two vanguard battalions not only crossed the position in the middle of the valley but even crossed the "line of death" composed of corpses used by the New Army under the fierce blow of the People's Party yesterday. The noise of the Qing army attacking troops gradually faded away, and the hilltop guarded by the People's Party was still a lifeless silence.

"Ask the people on the balloon where the People's Party is exactly!" Wang Youhong urged for the unknownth time.

After a while, the news came back. "There are people in the People's Party hospital. There are some People's Party troops hiding behind rocks on the hilltop. Can't see clearly."

"Let them look carefully! Say clearly where exactly they are hiding!" Wang Youhong raged. Several times asking, the people on the balloon all said the People's Party was hiding on the hilltop. Isn't this nonsense! Wang Youhong knew the People's Party was hiding behind rocks on the hilltop without looking. Where is the specific location? The observers on the balloon were vague. If he didn't feel like keeping his status, Wang Youhong wished he could go up on the balloon to see personally.

Picking up the binoculars, Wang Youhong looked at the position. The Qing army leading the charge had reached below the opposite hillside; the ant-like crowd climbed towards the hilltop. The People's Party didn't open fire. The Qing army climbed up the hillside, crossed the mountainside, and got closer and closer to the hilltop.

"Could it be the chaotic party ran away?" Wang Youhong couldn't help asking the people around him.

"This..." The officers around Wang Youhong couldn't answer either. When more than five hundred people faced tens of thousands of people, they couldn't imagine how much courage was needed to hold fast.

Wang Youhong himself also began to suspect that the People's Party had actually run away long ago. He looked at the hilltop with binoculars again; the flag of the People's Party was still stuck lonely on the mountain ridge. It gave people a weird feeling no matter how you looked at it. Just at this moment, gunshots suddenly came from afar. The field of view of the binoculars wasn't wide enough; Wang Youhong put down the binoculars, searching for the place where the battle broke out.

The ones firing were the Qing army. The Qing army about to rush up the mountain ridge stopped. The front row tried hard to form a line to fire at the mountain ridge, and the Qing army behind constantly tried hard to keep up, trying to maintain a battle line and suppress the enemy with firepower. This was one of the most standard tactics of line infantry ("queue shooting").

Hurriedly raising the binoculars to aim the lens at that battle line, Wang Youhong tried hard to see more clearly. Then Wang Youhong saw clearly that gaps were punched out in the Qing army's battle line one after another at an incredible speed. The terrain near the mountain ridge was steeper; the knocked-down Qing army rolled down the hillside like gunnysacks. Although heavy rewards greatly stimulated the morale of the Qing army, and the Qing army behind rushed up constantly to fill into the queue regardless of the enemy's fierce firepower, no matter how they filled people, the entire queue became sparser and sparser. It couldn't be seen very clearly in the lens; Wang Youhong couldn't help putting down the binoculars and shouting, "What's going on!"

Hei Dao Ren was close at hand to the battle line; he saw extremely clearly. In the original plan, it was intended to let the Qing army get closer before shooting. During deployment, the troops had formulated a shooting zone. But not long after the Qing army entered the shooting zone, they began to scream and stop to shoot. Presumably, some soldiers didn't hide well enough and were discovered. The troops naturally couldn't be beaten passively, so the exchange of fire began.

The Qing army was trained well. Some firing soldiers stood, some squatted; looking at the appearance alone, it was quite decent. But flashy moves were useless; the firing rate of single-shot rifles was too slow. Although the firing speed of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army's five-round Hanyang-made rifles was deliberately suppressed, that was to pursue accuracy. The distance between the two sides was only more than twenty meters. Every two shots, several Qing soldiers were hit. The seemingly sparse gunshots had amazingly high lethality. The Qing army originally tried to maintain a battle line of fifty people for volley fire. In less than a minute, with Qing troops constantly replenishing the battle line, the fifty-person battle line shrank to less than thirty people.

Another minute passed, and the thirty-person battle line shrank to ten people. In Hei Dao Ren's observation, at least fifty Qing troops were knocked to the ground in this minute. The Qing army trying to maintain the battle line fired one shot at most; standing there for less than ten seconds, they were overturned to the ground by bullets. The leading Qing troops could no longer continue fighting; they began to flee.

The "shooting zone" designated by the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army was an area that could guarantee the best shooting effect. Bullets flew ruthlessly from behind. Because the fleeing Qing army had movement, the situation where originally two bullets could knock down one Qing soldier turned into four bullets hitting one Qing soldier. The shooting density of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army increased slightly, and the escaping Qing troops died one after another. Since they ran down the mountain, the momentum after the corpses fell was greater. Hei Dao Ren saw some Qing troops even rolling down from the hillside, crossing the mountainside, and stopping only when they almost reached the foot of the mountain.

When the originally not dense gunshots stopped, the Qing army suffered more than two hundred casualties, and the first wave of charge was completely defeated. The Qing army soldiers who escaped with their lives retreated all the way into the valley before stopping.

Without Hei Dao Ren urging, the troops had already begun to count casualties. After hearing the report, Hei Dao Ren couldn't help widening his eyes and asking: "Are you sure there is no mistake?"

"Yes, only one comrade was injured, hit by a bullet in the shoulder. The injured comrade has been sent to the hospital; there are no other casualties." The courier ran through the entire battle line himself; the intelligence obtained was absolutely unmistakable.

"Hehehe!" The laughter of the Second Company Commander couldn't be distinguished whether it was a sneer or a big laugh; anyway, it blended the two emotions of happiness and mockery.

Hei Dao Ren looked at the Second Company Commander a few times and found he actually had nothing to say.

"The 11th Battalion completely wiped out?!" Wang Youhong's eyes widened round. One must know, fighting with tens of thousands of Guangfu Society troops for a day yesterday, the New Army casualties didn't exceed a thousand. Even less did it say that an event of a battalion of three hundred people being completely wiped out occurred. Now fighting with the People's Party for less than ten minutes, the 11th Battalion of the River Defense Army rushing at the very front was actually completely wiped out. Soon, more accurate intelligence came back. Of the 11th Battalion with three hundred people, officers were either dead or injured; there were less than forty people in the whole battalion who were not injured.

Wang Youhong went up and kicked over the courier who came to report. "Falsely reporting military intelligence is a capital crime!" Wang Youhong shouted.

Seeing Wang Youhong furious, the courier hurriedly climbed up and knelt down. "Commander Wang, the result of checking ahead is indeed so; this small person absolutely dares not deceive Milord."

The faces of the officers around Wang Youhong were also ugly to the extreme. When just engaging in battle, the troops rushing at the very front definitely had larger casualties; everyone could think of this. But for a troop's casualties to reach ninety percent in a moment, this was a bit too shocking.

Just when the officers didn't know how to speak, they heard Wang Youhong say fiercely: "Pass the order, let the 35th Regiment attack. No matter what, attack up the hilltop for me."

Wang Youhong's voice was full of anger and resentment; the intensity of his tone was terrifying.

The New Army's attack was more methodical; at least shelling began. The only problem was that the observer on the balloon couldn't point out the specific location of the People's Party position at all. The artillery only received the instruction "fire at the hilltop." This made the artillerymen feel extremely difficult. However, it must be explained that even if the observers on the balloon pointed out the specific location, with the level of the New Army artillery, their probability of accurate hitting depended entirely on luck.

Fortunately, the People's Party gave up the valley completely. The New Army artillerymen set up their position in the area forward of the middle of the valley. Amidst the rumbling sound of cannons, many smoke clouds rose randomly on the hilltop. When shells occasionally landed near the hilltop, a burst of cheers erupted in the Qing army queue.

Even low-level shelling, with sufficient shells, really caused casualties to the People's Party. The position of a squad of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army was hit by a shell, causing a situation of one dead and two injured.

"Does the New Army think shells don't cost money?" The Second Company Commander became a bit nervous. Within an hour, the New Army fired at least more than a hundred shells. If the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army had so many shells, at least they would have knocked out several important enemy firepower points, or scattered several enemy heavy troop charge groups.

"Don't worry, they can't last long." Hei Dao Ren persuaded.

Sure enough, the artillery soon received Wang Youhong's order, "Don't fire anymore!"

Shells cost a lot. Wang Youhong's reason in rage could still understand the principle of not wasting money. The battle changed from an artillery battle to an infantry charge mode again.

The New Army fought back and forth with only one characteristic: line attack, volley fire. The skirmish line of the People's Party didn't distribute troops evenly to the entire battle line. In some places, there were only a few people on the broad battle line. While on firepower key points, a squad of troops might be placed. On the entire battle line, containment and elimination coexisted. As the Qing army troop attack route changed, the configuration on the defense line also changed accordingly.

After beating back the fourth attack of the Qing army, although not participating in the battle, Hei Dao Ren, who was equally exhausted because of observing and commanding, suddenly quoted an old Chinese saying: "Books are hated to be few when needed!"

The Second Company Commander could fully understand what Hei Dao Ren wanted to say. In the command post, one had to observe and command during the battle. During the battle cessation period, one had to study troop deployment and have predictions and assessments of the enemy's actions. Just a battle commanding more than five hundred people, with a battle line of at most one thousand meters. But it exhausted the comrades' energy.

The fourth battle was actually fought very dangerously. Recalling it, the Second Company Commander felt a chill on his back. When the Qing army tried to exert its superiority in military strength and attack from three directions, it really made all comrades in the command post feel bursts of chill in their hearts.
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Chapter 117 The Grassroots (Part 9)

Mobile warfare is the PLA's special skill. On this earth, ever since this great army established this set of tactics, until the beginning of the 21st century, no army of any other country had shown a trend of surpassing the PLA in this field.

The core of mobile warfare is "mobility," or more bluntly, moving military strength to the position where it can exert maximum effectiveness, and starting combat in the most effective mode. This was originally common sense that military commanders could understand. But exerting common sense to the limit using a mode conforming to its laws is the greatest achievement of the people's army founded by Grandpa Mao in the military field.

Chen Ke had never been a soldier; before time travel, he was a guy who read books without seeking deep understanding but only seeking excitement. For offensive warfare, there were some battle examples to draw lessons from. For defensive warfare, he only knew the bloody battle of Shangganling. "Oil-adding tactics" (piecemeal reinforcement) and "reverse slope fortifications" could only exert their power when facing enemies with powerful firepower. The Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army always emphasized offense, so skirmish lines and communication trenches were the limit of Chen Ke's subjective speculation.

Hei Dao Ren didn't know that in this Nanjing rear-guard defensive battle, the troops made a spontaneous breakthrough in the practice of mobile warfare for the first time. To defend against enemies from multiple directions, the troops set up three positions. There were communication trenches connecting each position. Wang Youhong of the Qing army chose three directions for three attacks, all ending dismally with heavy casualties.

If it were another Qing army commander, he would have been dispirited and stopped attacking long ago. But Wang Youhong wasn't such a person. Since unilateral attacks didn't work, Wang Youhong organized the Qing army to launch attacks from three directions simultaneously.

Watching the ant-like Qing army pressing over darkly from three directions, the atmosphere in the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army command post was tense to the extreme for a moment. The weakness of insufficient troops was completely exposed when the enemy implemented heavy troop assaults from multiple aspects.

It wasn't Hei Dao Ren who stepped forward to offer suggestions; couriers, similar to scouts, were the elite within the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army. They saw much and ran much. After the commander's order reached the front line, the first-line troops encountering serious problems definitely couldn't drag the high-level commander to the front line, so most would complain to the courier. How to accurately report the problems seen to the superior required considerable standards. As the saying goes, "The prime minister's doorkeeper is a seventh-rank official"; the importance of reporting news had never been ignored in China.

Courier Qian Wenchhu, like most couriers, had received training in the junior military academy. at this critical moment, Qian Wenchhu boldly proposed the idea of "positional movement." Hei Dao Ren originally thought Qian Wenchhu's suggestion was to distribute troops evenly, and the mobile force would implement oil-adding tactics as a "fire brigade." The troops would rely on shooting levels exceeding the Qing army to wear down the Qing army. This was also Hei Dao Ren's initial idea.

Letting comrades finish speaking before evaluating was the rule of the People's Party. Even if he felt somewhat disapproving in his heart, Hei Dao Ren and other commanders still gave Qian Wenchhu the chance to speak. And the suggestion proposed by Qian Wenchhu greatly exceeded the commanders' imagination.

Qian Wenchhu believed that distributing troops evenly meant the minimization of efficiency. He boldly proposed using firepower strikes and containment to create intervals in the three enemy attacks. Except for leaving a small number of containment troops on the position, the main force would fully utilize this time difference to conduct "positional movement," ensuring the effect of maximum firepower strikes on the enemy in the main combat direction. That is, defeating them one by one based on the "defense system."

This topic was a bit big, or rather too big. The defensive tactics research and training of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army were far from reaching this depth. When Qian Wenchhu just started speaking, some commanders simply didn't understand what was going on. When a few of the sharpest commanders understood, this bold idea immediately made the command post active.

"How to make a time difference appear in the Qing army's attack?" Someone immediately pointed out this most critical question.

"Combining terrain and enemy mobility, use the advantage of rifles and shooting to contain the slowest moving enemy. For troops with medium mobility, send small units forward to block and delay their movement. Let the enemy troops rushing fastest advance freely. Concentrate firepower first to strike the fastest moving enemy troops, defeating them in one fell swoop. Then choose one of the other two troops to strike." Qian Wenchhu took out the result of his final consideration.

After saying these, Qian Wenchhu saluted Hei Dao Ren. "Commissar Hei, I request to personally participate in the troops moving forward to block the enemy with the second fastest movement speed."

In the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army, it was impossible to get promoted by only proposing theoretical suggestions without practical participation. Unless it was a figure like Chen Ke who could propose a theoretical system as a whole, the possibility of those wanting to rely on sudden whims to get achievements was completely blocked. This was an open standard. Chen Ke knew his own bad roots deeply; he loved to play small tricks back then, always trying to let some "whimsical idea" of his be a blind cat meeting a dead mouse, luckily establishing great merit, and then lie on the credit book without worrying about food and clothing for a lifetime. In the revolutionary process, Chen Ke understood that this bad idea was one of the culprits why he could never achieve success before. This attitude was in the same strain as those pedantic scholars of the Donglin Academy in the late Ming Dynasty: "Talk about mind and nature with hands in sleeves when nothing happens; make excuses that the water is too cold when danger approaches."

Advocating empty talk and radical speech was a common failing in the late Qing. Chen Ke didn't want this bad behavior to ruin the revolutionary cause, so he made specialized policy adjustments specifically for this situation.

In the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army, everyone had the opportunity to speak, and various suggestions would also be summarized and submitted through institutional channels. But if one wanted to establish achievements, one must practice personally and charge at the first line personally. Qian Wenchhu knew this rule, so when proposing suggestions, he spoke frankly. Once the suggestion was made, he actively requested to participate in combat on the most dangerous battle line.

This set of "positional movement" ideas received praise. Because time was limited, the whole plan wasn't complete enough. But theoretically, it conformed to the essence of mobile warfare: "Move military strength to the position where it can exert maximum effectiveness, and start combat in the most effective mode."

The biggest problem commanders faced was that there was no corresponding training for this set of tactics at all. From the command system to communication characteristics, arrangements were lacking. The victories of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army up to now were basically victories of training; comrades brought training into play and obtained victory. Take the first Battle of Anqing for example; to train climbing city walls, before setting off from the base area, they even built a training ground identical to the Anqing city wall. Even fighting in places never visited before, commanders only needed fine-tuning, without needing temporary major improvisation. Qian Wenchhu's suggestion greatly violated the habits of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army.

"Let's vote!" Hei Dao Ren had to get the comrades' choice in a short time.

The First Company Commander came back from the front line to participate in the discussion. He raised his hand to request to speak. After being allowed, the First Company Commander stood up. "I'll say two sentences, just two sentences. I support Comrade Qian Wenchhu's suggestion; at worst, it will just turn into average oil-adding (piecemeal reinforcement)."

After speaking, the First Company Commander sat down.

The commanders looked at each other and soon began to vote. The voting result was unanimous approval to adopt Qian Wenchhu's operational suggestion.

Combat deployment unfolded immediately. Hei Dao Ren recalled the education received in the military academy, but with a multitude of loose ends, there was no way to straighten out a train of thought. He couldn't help recalling a paragraph Chen Ke said in the temporary short-term training class for intermediate commanders: "As a soldier, a commander, the most precious quality is spiritual firmness. War—especially larger-scale wars in the future—after material and technical conditions are determined, the highest requirement for commanders is spiritual firmness. Victory never has only one fixed tactic. But when you choose a tactic, you must execute this tactic to the end. Adjusting according to circumstances is not wavering, nor changing original intention after encountering setbacks, but bringing out the essence of tactics according to the current situation. Comrades please be sure to keep this in mind."

The subsequent battle was indeed as Chen Ke had described. Judging which route of enemy would be the fastest rushing enemy; the command post made a mistake in this choice. The New Army certainly had its own weaknesses: backward tactics, rigid and conservative. But combat will couldn't be seen under this appearance. When the enemy judged by the command post as the slowest suddenly accelerated and launched a fierce attack on the extremely weak battle line of the People's Party, the command post immediately fell into panic.

Only a flash of surprise passed over Hei Dao Ren's face, and he immediately ordered: "Reserve team come up to hold. Mobilize troops to participate in the battle immediately."

This was a cruel battle. That Qing army with the most combat will turned a blind eye to the situation where comrades beside them were constantly knocked down. Sporadic firepower constantly killing and wounding actually had no effect of delaying their attack. This group once approached a distance of less than ten meters from the defense line, exchanging fire with the frontal troops of two squads of the People's Party. Even when a platoon of reserve troops of the People's Party was thrown into battle, they didn't retreat. After the People's Party used grenades, it only temporarily curbed the Qing army's fierce attack. Because the difference in military strength between the two sides was too large, the defense line was once precarious. In the exchange of fire between sixty-some people and six hundred-plus people, every person lost by the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army meant a loss of 2% firepower density. Losing six people meant losing 10% firepower density.

In just ten minutes of fighting, the personnel loss of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army exceeded several times the sum of all losses before this battle. The five-round Hanyang-made was only five rounds; reloading after bullets were finished took longer. The number of grenades wasn't infinite either. Qian Wenchhu's blocking troops had to cross the battle line and launch a blocking battle suddenly; to enhance firepower, Hei Dao Ren let them take away most of the grenades. In the moment when firepower weakened, the Qing army launched a fierce charge. At this critical moment, the commanders and fighters of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army picked up the big swords and long spears beside them and launched a counter-charge.

Hand-to-hand combat lasted another five minutes; the casualties of the sixty-man troop exceeded seventy percent. Blood bought time; the main force rushing over gave the enemy a heavy blow. Less than ten percent of the more than six hundred Qing troops could retreat to the starting position unscathed.

Even so, when the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army was fighting fiercely with the second route of Qing army, people from the Guangfu Society suddenly ran to report that an enemy force of more than three hundred people attacked from behind. Hei Dao Ren looked askance at the Guangfu Society people. "Do you have guns in your hands? Do you have bullets? Do you have big swords and long spears? If they come, you fight them! We can't send out a single reinforcement now."

The Second Company Commander was also furious at this time. His words were even more stimulating and aggressive. "Your Guangfu Society main force has already left us all behind. If you want to leave your own wounded behind and run, no problem, help yourselves!"

Words like knives turned the faces of the Guangfu Society members into the color of pig liver. That person roared, turned, and left. Before long, fierce gunshots and shouts of killing came from behind the position.

Hei Dao Ren forced himself to observe the battlefield coldly, maneuvering troops to fight. The plan originally to play time difference ended with a cruel combat mode extremely similar to oil-adding. The defensive battle finally turned into an offensive battle. The blocking troop where Qian Wenchhu was located firmly held one route of Qing army. The Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army launched an attack on another route of Qing army actively. Almost annihilated it in the attack. Then the troops sandwiched the third route of Qing army from two routes. The whole battle ended only with the complete defeat of the Qing army.

"Books are hated to be few when needed!" After the battle ended, Hei Dao Ren said almost in a state of collapse in the command post. His Chinese level was insufficient; actually, what he wanted to say was that he still underestimated war too much. Actually, if he could have studied tactics more before the war, Qian Wenchhu's suggestion might not necessarily have failed to be realized better.

And a crueler reality pressed up immediately. Post-war statistics were quickly fed back to the command post. In this battle, the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army sacrificed thirty-three comrades, and seventy-eight were injured. Among them, twenty-eight were seriously injured. Among the sacrificed comrades was Qian Wenchhu's name. And according to preliminary estimates, the Qing army lost more than two thousand people this day.

With four hundred troops, facing an enemy totaling thirty times their own number, facing the crazy group attack of enemies nearly five times their own, achieving such a battle result counted as a genuine great victory. But the four-hundred-man combat troop lost 25% of its strength; the pressure to maintain this battle line was unprecedentedly great.

The dilemma Hei Dao Ren faced was difficult, but in the heart of Commander Wang Youhong opposite, it wasn't huge pressure, but a thorough despair. He finally knew why the People's Party could annihilate the Beiyang New Army. He finally knew why the People's Party, with merely hundreds of people, facing tens of thousands of Qing troops, dared to arrogantly plant a lonely red flag on the mountain ridge. The Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army opposite were simply not human. The performance of the Jiangnan New Army and River Defense Army was already extremely outstanding. Wang Youhong was also a member of the guard accompanying Cixi on her "Western Hunt" (flight to Xi'an) back then; he had seen the Beiyang New Army. Even if the Jiangnan Qing army faced an equal number of Beiyang New Army today, they wouldn't encounter such a tragic failure.

The gap between the two sides exceeded Wang Youhong's imagination. Throughout the entire battle, Wang Youhong couldn't even see the figures of the People's Party troops. Even when the battle was in full swing, and the Qing army rushed towards the People's Party like moths to a flame under the stimulation of excess rewards, and then were beaten down in patches. In Wang Youhong's binoculars, he could still only see a small part of the figures of the People's Party troops. The People's Party appeared and disappeared mysteriously; their presence was everywhere on the entire battle line. Wang Youhong couldn't imagine how a troop of several hundred people managed to defend such a long mountain ridge.

The officers beside Wang Youhong held their breath. In these few days, Wang Youhong showed strong fighting will and vitality, and could even be said to have shown command ability of considerable standard. Although they lost the battle, these officers asked themselves honestly; there were no mistakes in Wang Youhong's command and arrangement. Perhaps the only mistake was that Wang Youhong shouldn't have launched an attack on the People's Party at all. Thinking of this, the officers were even more cautious, afraid Wang Youhong would use them as punching bags.

Just at this moment, new bad news came. Wang Youhong dispatched a cavalry unit to implement outflanking from afar, and now the scattered cavalry troops returned in disastrous defeat. The defeated soldiers brought back news: a huge People's Party troop was rushing to the battlefield, at least several thousand people. Hearing this news, the faces of all officers became extremely ugly.

"Gather the troops; we are not fighting anymore." Wang Youhong's voice was very calm.

"Commander Wang, retreat?" An officer asked tremblingly.

"No, camp right here. I will send people to carry back our brothers; hurry up and prepare for treatment." Wang Youhong's firm and clear words surprised the officers.

Seeing the officers' timidity, Wang Youhong sneered: "What is there to be afraid of? Just these few thousand People's Party members can't take our Jiangning city. We'll just guard here and see what tricks the People's Party can play."

The envoy sent by Wang Youhong was very respectful to Hei Dao Ren. After saluting properly, the envoy said: "This Lord, my Commander Wang wants to ask Lord, do you want to continue fighting with us?"

"Does Commander Wang still want to fight?" Hei Dao Ren sneered.

The envoy's attitude was neither humble nor arrogant. "If gentlemen want to attack Jiangning, Commander Wang will absolutely not wait for death with tied hands. However, Commander Wang feels gentlemen of the People's Party have already fulfilled benevolence and righteousness towards the Guangfu Society. The one who provoked the war was the Guangfu Society, and the one who left gentlemen to flee for their lives was also the Guangfu Society. What meaning is there for our two sides to fight to the death like this?"

"Then what is Commander Wang's meaning?" Hei Dao Ren laughed.

"If gentlemen want to withdraw back to Anhui, Commander Wang will absolutely not block." The envoy offered the price.

"Then you send people to transport your wounded and dead back. But guns cannot be taken away." Hei Dao Ren also offered his price.

The envoy pondered for a moment, but made a very marvelous request. "The matter of guns is not difficult. It's just that yesterday we saw your army's military doctors have miraculous medical skills. Quite a few officers in my army are heavily injured. If your army is willing to send military doctors to treat injuries. Commander Wang guarantees not to detain your army's doctors. Regardless of the treatment result, we will send your army's military doctors back to Anhui in three days. And we will definitely offer a thank-you gift."

"Treating injuries is fine; you send the people here to us for treatment." Hei Dao Ren gave a response without even thinking.

The ceasefire agreement between the two sides was formally reached.

Starting the next day, the converging main force of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army took the Guangfu Society wounded and withdrew towards Anhui. On the fourth day, after the military medical unit finished preliminary treatment for more than four hundred officers of various ranks of the Nanjing Qing army, they took a "thank-you gift" of twenty thousand silver dollars and withdrew towards Anhui. Wang Youhong immediately led troops to kill towards Zhejiang. After the troops stopped at the border of Jiangsu and Zhejiang, a joint memorial by Liangjiang Governor-General Rui Fang, Jiangnan Provincial Commander Zhang Xun, and Wang Youhong was sent to Beijing.

Defeating the Guangfu Society, repelling the People's Party, advancing troops to Zhejiang. The war report from Nanjing really made Cixi overjoyed. Although knowing there must be hidden facts untold in this, which memorial of Manchu Qing officials Cixi had met didn't have "hidden facts"? People reporting to Cixi from Nanjing were not only Rui Fang, Zhang Xun, and Wang Youhong. Although other reports had different evaluations, the fact that the Guangfu Society was beaten away and the People's Party withdrew actively was correct. Even if Wang Youhong stopping at the Zhejiang border was completely bluffing, Cixi was still very satisfied.

The government army in Shanghai had already attacked Hangzhou at this time. If Hangzhou could be retaken. The rebellion of the once influential Guangfu Society chaotic parties would be curbed. This was the first good news the Manchu Qing court received in more than a year.

Cixi issued commendations to the Jiangnan Qing army, especially promoting Zhang Xun to Governor of Zhejiang and promoting Wang Youhong to Jiangnan Provincial Commander. This news immediately shook the court and the public.

Examples of being promoted to governor by military merit were still things from the Taiping Heavenly Kingdom era. At that time, half of the governors in the world were Han people. Quite a few people realized that this might be a strong signal. Facing the rising rebellions of revolutionary parties, the era of rewarding military merit first might have started again.
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Chapter 118 Reformist Ambition and Revolutionary Ambition (Part 1)

The Zhennanguan Uprising was a major event of epoch-making significance for Sun Yat-sen. On March 13, 1908, Sun Yat-sen arrived at the front line of the uprising for the first time. He not only bandaged the wounded on the position but also fired the cannon personally, which was surprisingly accurate. Sun Yat-sen said with emotion: "Opposing the Qing government for more than twenty years, only today did I get to fire at the Qing army personally!" In the afternoon of that day, Lu Rongting sent a woodcutter woman holding a letter to ascend the platform, expressing willingness to lead more than 600 people to join Sun Yat-sen's command, and informing that the Qing army was coming with large reinforcements; the situation was extremely urgent, praying for self-preservation.

Receiving Lu Rongting's letter, Sun Yat-sen immediately decided to return to Hanoi to raise funds and weapons, ordering Huang Mingtang to hold fast for five days; as soon as pay and weapons arrived, they would advance to take Longzhou. That night, Sun Yat-sen and others went down the mountain and returned to Annam. On the 17th, the Grand Council handed over Guangxi Governor Zhang Mingqi, who lost Zhennanguan, to the Ministry for punishment proposal, and ordered him to atone for his crimes by meritorious service and "recover it immediately." The Qing army besieged with a force of 4,000 people. That night, Qing army commander Lu Rongting, who had written to Sun Yat-sen expressing defection to the revolution, led the Qing army to pounce fiercely on Beitai. Huang Mingtang persisted for several days; ammunition ran out, and on the night of the 18th, he abandoned the platform and retreated to the Swallow Mountain in Annam. The guns and ammunition transported by Sun Yat-sen from Vietnam were detained by the French side in Wendeng. The Zhennanguan Uprising thus failed.

While the People's Party and the Guangfu Society set off a revolutionary storm in the middle and lower reaches of the Yangtze River, the Tongmenghui's uprising in the southern border of China rose and fell rapidly. Zhang Mingqi kept his official position, and Lu Rongting continued to "lurk" in the Qing army waiting for opportunities. The Zhennanguan Uprising, with which the Tongmenghui attempted to open up a situation, didn't create enough influence on the vast land of China at all.

By April 16, 1908, Cixi surprisingly promulgated the "Outline of Constitution by Imperial Order" to the whole country. Several heavy ministers advocating constitutionalism, including Yuan Shikai and Zhang Zhidong, actually didn't receive any news beforehand. Promulgated simultaneously with the "Outline of Constitution by Imperial Order" was the proclamation of punitive expedition against the People's Party. The content was simple and brisk; the proclamation focused on criticizing the evil deeds of the People's Party "destroying gentry and distributing land." Considering the People's Party bandit gang's crimes unpardonable and heinous. The Qing government informed the world that the contracts of land distribution by the People's Party were completely illegal, and such contracts had no legal effect. Once the court eliminated the People's Party, the local gentry of Anhui still within the borders of Anhui and those who fled outside Anhui would regain land ownership.

The scholar who wrote this proclamation had a lot of imagination. Since the flag of the People's Party was a red flag, plus the People's Party called the Manchu Qing the Manchu Qing Bandit Gang, so in the proclamation, the Qing government called the People's Party "Red Bandits" (*Chi Fei*). This title also became the standard appellation for the People's Party in Manchu Qing proclamations.

Chen Ke was in the Lu'an area where traffic was not very convenient. When he saw the title "Red Bandits," a sense of pride arose spontaneously. This was the exclusive title of the Party back then. The People's Party actually got this title; in Chen Ke's view, it was simply supreme glory. However, the Party Central Committee seemed to lack this feeling. The comrades of the Central Committee wrote a refutation proclamation without saying a second word. The content was nothing more than a war of words. Chen Ke wrote instructions on the back of the proclamation: "In the future, the Party Central Committee can decide such issues on its own, but I suggest not to engage in a war of words. Our People's Party has always been the object of scolding; we grew up amidst the curses of the reactionary exploiting class. The fiercer the enemy scolds, the better we are doing. Focus energy on land reform; only by closely uniting with the people do we have true strength."

The comrades of the Party Central Committee were just angry for a moment. During the time Chen Ke was away, the comrades were highly nervous. With such a big stall, although the leadership changed from Chen Ke alone to a mechanism of five Standing Committee members discussing matters, more people didn't mean higher efficiency. Every matter that could reach the Party Central Committee was a major event. Now the scope of the base area included the entire future Anhui region. Anhui is located in the hinterland of East China, bordering Jiangsu, Shandong, Henan, Hubei, Jiangxi, and Zhejiang. The entire base area was divided into 16 prefecture-level cities and 62 counties.

Before Chen Ke went to work in Lu'an City, he left a core task for everyone: "In the core area, at least let the masses have one dry meal and two liquid meals (porridge) every day throughout the year, have a meal of fish or meat once a week, have oil and salt normally, be able to buy two *chi* (feet) of cloth a month, and change two farm tools every year."

The population of the base area now counted was about 12 million, and the population of the core base area where land reform was implemented was as high as 3.5 million. "One dry and two liquid" meant drinking porridge in the morning and evening, and having dry rice at noon no matter what. This meant that these 3.5 million people, on average, each person had to eat at least one *jin* of rations a day. Calculating one year as 360 days, the core base area needed to produce 1.26 billion *jin* of grain to achieve this number.

The core base area was in the plain area, and the total amount of land was not small either. The cultivated farmland counted was 15 million *mu*. If the average yield per *mu* reached 100 *jin*, this goal could be completed. Based on the experience of Fengtai County, after the rural water conservancy irrigation and drainage system was done well, and high-quality seeds produced by breeding bases were adopted mandatorily, the average yield per *mu* could reach 280 *jin*. Theoretically, there was no problem. The only problem was that in practice, it was all problems.

One of the biggest problems was the shortage of labor. Labor was lacking everywhere during the busy farming season, and industrial production almost stopped completely. Last year's experience told everyone that factories couldn't completely absorb enough labor during the slack farming season.

In this chaotic planning and scheduling, a seemingly inconspicuous piece of news was ignored. Liangjiang Governor-General Rui Fang, Zhejiang Governor Zhang Xun, and Jiangnan Provincial Commander Wang Youhong jointly submitted a memorial, requesting to open a trial parliament in Jiangsu to observe the aftereffect. Cixi's reply to this memorial was extremely fast, writing one word "Approved" with a vermilion brush on the memorial.

When Yuan Shikai got this news, it was like a thunderbolt from a clear sky ringing over his head. The diehard Royalist Party member Zhang Xun now became the first person in constitutional practice. The most magical thing was that Jiangsu engaged in constitutionalism, and Zhejiang Governor Zhang Xun could actually stick a hand in. In the joint memorial of the Liangjiang Governor-General, Zhejiang Governor, and Jiangnan Provincial Commander. Because Zhejiang Governor Zhang Xun temporarily didn't have the troops to fight back to Zhejiang, he became the general person in charge of the preparation of the Jiangsu Parliament. Jiangnan Provincial Commander Wang Youhong, a military officer, became the deputy. The temporary speaker of the Jiangsu Parliament was acted by Liangjiang Governor-General Lord Rui Fang. These three diehard Royalists transformed into pioneers of reform (*Wei Xin*).

For Cixi's political skills, Yuan Shikai admired her prostrate on the ground. Cixi grasped the current political lifeline, that is to say, what the gentry pursued was "Reform" (*Wei Xin*), not "Constitutionalism" (*Li Xian*). Being able to enrich the country and strengthen the army, and giving gentry the opportunity to stand out and participate in politics when the imperial examination was abolished; this was the idea of the vast majority of gentry. The gentry didn't understand the difference between Constitutionalism and Reform at all; they mistakenly took Constitutionalism as the entirety of Reform.

Different from the universal pursuit of the gentry, the core of the "Constitutionalism" designed by the Beiyang Group led by Yuan Shikai was to establish a "Responsible Cabinet," not "Constitutional General Election." The "Responsible Cabinet System" mainly promoted was something tailored for the Beiyang Group. Once Yuan Shikai's "Constitutional Plan" was passed, Yuan Shikai could stand under one person and above ten thousand people as the Prime Minister of the Cabinet. The Beiyang Group, having seized the personnel rights of various ministries of the Cabinet, would also formally overwhelm all political enemies. Therefore, Cixi didn't engage in a responsible cabinet now but promoted the "Imperial Power Constitution," which could be said to have shattered Yuan Shikai's wishful thinking in one blow.

Such profound cognition, and astute response, made Yuan Shikai really both respect and fear Cixi whose life span was ending.

The court and the public didn't think highly of the Constitutional Reform engaged in by the three diehard Royalists at all. The leader of these three Royalist dregs was a Manchu, and the other two were of martial background. What did they know about "Constitutional Reform"?

Reality was far more magical than imagination. It only took less than two months for the Jiangsu Parliament to open. This session of parliament was fully called "Jiangsu Transitional Parliament," electing three members per county, with a term of half an year. Leading the election work of the next session of parliament members.

Many years later, in the book *Record of Imperial Qing Constitutionalism* compiled jointly by the adherents of the former dynasty, there was a very interesting detail. Wang Youhong showed Zhang Xun a constitutional plan. After reading it, Zhang Xun asked hesitantly: "This was written with Hui ink (*Hui Mo*), right?"

Wang Youhong asked strangely: "I never ask the source when using ink; how does Milord know?"

Zhang Xun answered: "The ink has a bad smell."

Wang Youhong laughed and answered: "Don't know where the ink comes from; as long as it can write."

Two warriors discussing stationery supplies seriously was a strange thing in itself. Why this matter was recorded in this book singing praises for the Manchu Qing, most people didn't know for a long time.

The person who wrote the book understood the principle of "concealing faults for the venerable" very well. Actually, the discussion that day wasn't so quiet and peaceful at all. Zhang Xun pointed at Wang Youhong's nose and cursed loudly, "Why did you copy the People's Party's NPC election process?"

Wang Youhong immediately replied, "Could it be copying Beiyang's?"

Zhang Xun was choked for a moment. Actually, the main promoter of this matter was Wang Youhong, not Zhang Xun and Rui Fang. And the People's Party never hid the election system; Wang Youhong got this process without spending any effort.

Seeing Zhang Xun fundamentally disagreed with this plan, Wang Youhong persuaded: "Milord, the treacherous and evil part of the People's Party lies in that they elect mud-legs (peasants). Great treachery and evil must have great wisdom and courage. Although we utilized this rule, what we elect are gentry. Jiangsu chaotic parties mostly have to rely on gentry. Isn't gathering the gentry in the parliament better than pushing them to the chaotic party? Moreover, the 'Outline of Constitution by Imperial Order' mainly promotes loyalty to the sovereign. A parliament organized according to this, it won't do not to be loyal to the sovereign."

This reasonable suggestion was considered tacitly approved by Zhang Xun. Of course, the most important reason was that Zhang Xun believed Wang Youhong, who fought a tragic war with the People's Party, was absolutely not a chaotic party member, and Zhang Xun himself completely lacked the thinking and ability to organize a parliament. However, Zhang Xun pointed out one strip sharply: "Whether gentry can become parliament members must pass the consent of me and you."

Wang Youhong answered: "The world knows Milord is loyal and righteous, stressing brotherhood. Above wanting to repay the court, below also knowing to win the trust of the common people. If establishing military orders but not keeping them, it's better not to establish them. Please think thrice, Milord."

Although Zhang Xun hadn't read books, he was a smart person. He immediately understood Wang Youhong's meaning. Depressed for a while, Zhang Xun answered: "Just as Provincial Commander Wang says."

The election of temporary parliament members was not a general election, but a recommendation system. Gentry with fame and titles in various places held a meeting, and then recommended highly respected temporary parliament members. Wang Youhong specifically emphasized that the elected parliament members must not elect gentry with the title of *Juren*. If one had the title of *Juren*, as long as one was willing to spend money, one could have held an official position long ago. Actually, there were not few rich *Xiucai* becoming officials. Wang Youhong's emphasis was a strong signal sent to those gentry who couldn't take office. The vast number of formal parliament members of the next session would also be selected from among them.

The founding meeting of the Jiangsu Temporary Parliament, "Former Temporary Speaker," Liangjiang Governor-General Rui Fang had a detailed description in the memorial. "On the day of the parliament's establishment, all parliament members bowed to the north, wishing the Empress Dowager Old Buddha and His Majesty golden body peace." "Under the leadership of the Temporary Speaker, parliament members read the 'Outline of Constitution by Imperial Order'." "The first day's parliament topic, discussing the matter of punitive expedition against Anhui Red Bandits."

These were all superficial efforts. Gentry were in the locality and knew local problems. Loyalty to the court might be proper, but gentry neither understood fighting nor had the obligation to fight. After perfunctory handling for the first two days, various bills concerning local matters began to appear one after another. In 1908, the "bad gentry" group attached to European and American empires hadn't appeared yet. The discussion content revolved completely around local gentry and people's livelihood issues. Native folk voices were transmitted to the Manchu Qing Jiangsu bureaucratic group on a large scale for the first time.

After busy work, Wang Youhong finally had time to go home. He dismissed everyone in the study. Everyone knew the habit Wang Youhong developed over the past year or so; when reading, absolutely no one was allowed to enter. Everyone retreated far away, letting Provincial Commander Wang Youhong, who had been infinitely glorious recently, calm down to read.

Carefully checking the door was closed tight, Wang Youhong took down a set of brand new *I Ching* from the bookshelf. He was originally from a military background; he learned to recognize characters in the army but absolutely couldn't read such profound books. Opening the beautiful book case. Inside several brand new books was sandwiched a small booklet that had been flipped through many times.

Wang Youhong let out a breath, gently opened the booklet, and soon turned to the chapter he wanted to read. This was Wang Youhong's handwritten copy. The first paragraph on it was like this: "Who are our enemies? Who are our friends? This is a question of the first importance for loyal ministers. The basic reason why all past revolutionary struggles in China achieved so little is their failure to unite with real friends in order to attack real enemies. Loyal ministers are the guides of the gentry, and no loyal minister ever led the way wrong without the reform failing. To ensure that we will definitely not lead the way wrong and achieve success in our reform, we must pay attention to uniting with our real friends in order to attack our real enemies. To distinguish real friends from real enemies, we must make a general analysis of the economic status of the various classes in Chinese society and their respective attitudes towards the reform."
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"Folks, everyone wants to earn more money and get more goods. We are all working people, who doesn't have this mindset?" A member of the Guangde County Lijiaji Rural Work Team hadn't even finished speaking, but such plain and clear words already triggered a burst of laughter among the villagers.

Amidst the laughter, a villager from Lijiaji asked, "Comrade Li, we heard that buying things would be cheaper after joining the cooperative, so we came to take a look. Hearing you talk like this, it sounds like you won't give us things easily."

"The name 'cooperative' has a meaning. 'Co' means everyone coming together. 'Operative' means everyone working together. Since it's about working together, it can't just be us taking things out from one side. Do you think that makes sense, folks?" Comrade Li replied.

"The New Government wants our land, huh," the villagers were extremely concerned about this issue. In these times, losing land meant losing one's lifeblood; no one was willing to let go.

Comrade Li said loudly, "We are not just taking the land; everyone will also be distributed land. You folks surely know this, right?"

The villagers did know about the land distribution. If they didn't know about that and only heard the government was demanding everyone's land, that would have been enough to make them pick up weapons and fight the New Government to the end.

Seeing everyone falling silent, Comrade Li continued his propaganda, "I've already told everyone the regulations for land distribution. First, land distribution is to ensure everyone has land to farm and food to eat. We also want to build water conservancy projects. I won't say we can guarantee harvests despite droughts and floods, but we can at least withstand small disasters. The government hopes everyone's life can be better, not simply to take everyone's land away."

Although he was trying his best to persuade them, Comrade Li knew very well that these words didn't actually have much power. The cadre training class had emphasized that mobilizing the masses should not be rushed. The common people had hard lives and could least afford turmoil. Before seeing the benefits of things like land acquisition and distribution, how could the masses easily join in?

Comrade Li continued, "We'll talk about the land distribution later. Let's talk about the matter at hand. The Base Area needs to collect bamboo, and our Lijiaji has been assigned a quota of ten thousand poles. One hundred bamboo poles can be exchanged for a set of a hoe and a sickle. Anyone willing to do it can sign up."

After speaking, he took out the samples of the hoe and sickle he had brought with him and let everyone pass them around. These were standard agricultural tools finalized after more than a year of use in the Base Area. The hoe was made entirely of wrought iron, with the blade edge treated with molten cast iron, sharpened to be very keen. The sickle was cast from white cast iron. Although white cast iron was a bit brittle, it was very hard and quite wear-resistant. After being ground with a grinding wheel, the blade edge was extremely sharp. The common folk were all experts at farm work; once they got the tools in their hands, they couldn't bear to put them down. The people who got them first simply didn't want to pass them to anyone else.

"How do we sign up for this!" someone immediately shouted.

Comrade Li held up a thick moso bamboo sample next to him. "Folks, this doesn't mean you can just cut any random bamboo to exchange for things. The bamboo we want cannot be thinner than this one. And when you transport it here, there can't be any damage. We want complete bamboo poles. If the bamboo is split, we won't be able to accept it easily."

"Oh..." A sound of dissatisfaction immediately rose from the crowd. This moso bamboo, while not rare in thickness, wasn't the thin kind either. To actually cut and transport it out would require quite a bit of manpower.

"Also, we definitely want new bamboo. Old ones are not wanted," Comrade Li added a sentence.

Some of the originally enthusiastic masses who wanted to sign up immediately beat a retreat. This labor was quite arduous. To cut down such thick bamboo and transport it away intact required more than just simple labor.

At this moment, a man in his forties stood up and asked, "Comrade Li, do your words count?"

"Fellow villager, our words certainly count," Comrade Li replied.

"If your words count, then why not give us these farm tools first? We will definitely give you the bamboo." As soon as the middle-aged man's voice fell, the masses immediately echoed in agreement.

"Yes, give us the farm tools first. Then we'll believe you."

"Exactly, we aren't going anywhere. What are you afraid of?"

The few comrades of the work team looked at each other. Comrade Li said loudly, "We can understand that folks don't trust us. We can also understand that everyone likes these farm tools. Whether you are willing to do this with us or not, think it over carefully. Or we can talk about this again tomorrow."

Seeing the ambiguous attitude of the work team comrades, a look of disappointment appeared on everyone's faces.

After the meeting dispersed, the work team held their own internal meeting. There were six members in the work team. Besides the four comrades from the People's Party, Comrade Ji Ye and Comrade Zhao Ziyong from the Guangfu Society were also following along to observe and learn. Ji Ye was a girl, seventeen years old now in 1908. A native of Jinhua, Zhejiang. From a landlord background, her brother Ji Congyong was the leader of the local Anti-Tax Secret Society Alliance, and Ji Ye had followed her brother into the revolution.

In the Battle of Nanjing, Ji Congyong, who was responsible for the rear guard, died in battle, and Ji Ye was slightly wounded. She and a large number of wounded from the Guangfu Society retreated to Anhui with the main force of the People's Party. Xu Xilin was seriously wounded, but he convened a general meeting of Guangfu Society members while sick. Xu Xilin requested the entire Guangfu Society to learn how to conduct revolution from the People's Party. Ji Ye was assigned to work in Guangde County.

Zhao Ziyong was from Shaoxing. Because he was not good with words, he was relatively dull in demeanor. Although he had seniority, he had never been able to obtain a high position.

"What does everyone think about this matter?" Comrade Li asked. Comrade Li's name was Li Shouxian, 22 years old this year. A native of Shouzhou, Anhui, he had been in the revolution for over a year and was the captain of the Lijiaji Work Team.

"The villagers still don't trust us," Ji Ye replied. After saying this, Ji Ye asked with slight nervousness, "Captain Li, is there any news from Nanjing?"

Guangde County was located in the southeast of Anhui Province, bordered by Jiangsu to the east, and was not far from Nanjing at all. The People's Party work teams were all small units, at most not exceeding ten people, usually around six or seven. If the Qing army from Nanjing attacked Guangde County, the work team definitely couldn't resist. These days, the comrades of the People's Party didn't seem to care about this at all, as if the tens of thousands of troops in Nanjing didn't exist. But Ji Ye couldn't let go of the threat close at hand no matter what.

Li Shouxian laughed, "Relax, Nanjing won't send troops just for a few of us no matter what. After the fight in Nanjing a while ago, Zhang Xun and the others know our strength at least. They won't do things like rashly sending out troops."

After the Battle of Nanjing, the Qing troops in Jiangsu simply didn't want to fight the People's Party anymore. Guangde County was right next to Nanjing. Because of the close distance, the Qing army's control over their troops was actually stronger. The Qing army withdrew their troops from the border between the two places, and the People's Party didn't amass heavy troops on the border either. Accidental clashes were actually harder to happen.

"Comrade Ji Ye, what do you think of the request raised by the masses?" Li Shouxian asked.

Ji Ye thought for a moment, "We've been here for a short time, and the masses don't trust us. If it really doesn't work, maybe we can give them some of the farm tools first."

"What do other comrades think?" Li Shouxian continued to ask.

Some of the other comrades felt they shouldn't give them. Money for goods, that was the rule. Giving the farm tools first, what was that about?

"Comrade Zhao Ziyong, what do you think?" Li Shouxian asked Zhao Ziyong, who had remained silent.

"Whatever everyone says to do, I'll do," Zhao Ziyong maintained his usual style: work more, speak less.

"Comrade Zhao Ziyong, we work together, and discussing this issue is also part of the work. You cannot evade this work." Li Shouxian organized the meeting strictly according to the People's Party's working methods.

Zhao Ziyong knew that the People's Party required every comrade to speak, but he was always unaccustomed to such things. After thinking for a good while, Zhao Ziyong barely managed to say, "These people look like they don't want to work at all. I can't say clearly why, but this group of people just gives me that feeling. They seem to just want the things."

"Well said! Comrade Zhao Ziyong, well said!" Li Shouxian praised.

The other comrades didn't expect Li Shouxian to have such a low evaluation of the masses. Including Ji Ye, the comrades couldn't help but frown.

"They are asking us for farm tools. If someone asked us for axes or saws, it would show they are thinking about working. Without these tools, how can they cut bamboo? Bite it with their teeth? Smash it with stones?" Li Shouxian spoke quite bluntly.

"We didn't mention cutting tools either," Ji Ye couldn't help but ask.

"Work is work! If they really wanted to work, they would naturally think about how to cut the bamboo. Sickles and hoes are for farm work; can you cut bamboo with those things? Since the masses didn't bring up cutting bamboo, it shows these things haven't entered their train of thought for labor at all," Li Shouxian replied.

"The masses should have tools in their hands, right?" Ji Ye felt Li Shouxian was really being a bit nitpicky.

"Comrade Ji Ye, before our work team came here, we discussed the purpose and method of our work team coming here to work. do you still remember those things?" Li Shouxian asked.

"This..." Ji Ye had actually forgotten a bit. She thought for a moment and simply took out the work manual she carried with her. It was written very clearly in the first paragraph.

Seeing Ji Ye do this, Li Shouxian approved very much in his heart. Some people, hindered by pride, would absolutely refuse to take out the manual and check it in public. Leaving aside work ability or cognitive ability, just this lack of vanity proved that Ji Ye had high quality. She had the potential to become a revolutionary.

"Our working method is to obtain leadership in the local area by solving the problems faced by the people and leading the people in labor." Ji Ye read a passage from the manual.

This was the result after the discussion at the Land Reform Work Conference. Chen Ke's understanding of historical land reform wasn't actually very thorough. It was just that in the early 21st century, some remnants of the exploiting class attacked land reform, and as a result, it was discussed on forums. Birds of a feather flock together; the forum Chen Ke was on naturally firmly supported land reform. Among them, there was no lack of "powerful running dogs of imperial finance" working in large foreign financial institutions like Goldman Sachs. Although most of these guys were descendants of big landlords, they clearly supported land reform.

However, standing on the position of supporting land reform, these people also had many reflections on it. Based on considerations of developing productive forces, everyone believed that land reform had many problems, one of which was the lack of the concept of land as capital. Whether land was concentrated or equally distributed, those who treated land monopoly as a goal and selling land as a profit-making purpose naturally had to be ruthlessly struck down. But actions aiming at managing land were considered by these guys to need great encouragement.

Divergences within the same camp supporting land reform became prominent in these discussions. Some people believed that land must be equally distributed. Since the goal was land management, if a portion of people with more flexible minds took the lead in possessing a large amount of land management rights, new wealth polarization would be generated immediately. While another portion of people believed that allowing people willing to work hard at managing land to possess more land wasn't a bad thing.

The debates on the forum naturally couldn't have any serious outcome. Finally, someone dug out the Party's documents on land reform from back then. The Party's serious attitude towards work truly opened Chen Ke's eyes.

In the Party's documents, it was discussed very clearly. The biggest problem with land reform was that in the process of adoption, it was easy to fall into an extreme misunderstanding. To encourage the masses to support land reform, there had to be immediately visible benefits. The result was that the masses who rose up for land reform killed landlords and tycoons and divided the floating wealth, but still couldn't effectively make everyone prosperous. So after killing landlords, they killed rich peasants; after killing rich peasants, they killed well-off middle peasants. The Party tried hard to stop this wrong approach, but the excited masses claimed, "Whoever doesn't let everyone divide property is a counter-revolutionary."

Those guys who hoped to get rich overnight, in order to defend their predatory behavior during land reform, dared to label the Party as "counter-revolutionary". This historical fact left Chen Ke dumbfounded.

And where such things occurred most frequently was in Shandong, during the land reform led by Liu Xiuyang (Liu Shaoqi). Because much of the land reform in Shandong's rural areas turned into killing landlords as the goal in the end, running completely counter to the original intention of land reform, the result was that the children of landlords organized "Homecoming Legions". These "Homecoming Legions" were not at all for overthrowing the revolution or taking back land, but for blood revenge. They carried out massacres of entire villages in rural Shandong.

Chen Ke never had any psychological pressure about killing counter-revolutionaries, but this kind of meaningless mutual slaughter was also what Chen Ke opposed. Revolution was to liberate productive forces and give laborers equal opportunities for development, not to leave corpses strewn everywhere and heads rolling.

Based on the consideration of this real outcome, under Chen Ke's leadership, the Party Central Committee finally reached a land reform direction aimed at "organizing and developing production". Implementing land reform with bayonets was only for situations where a minority of big landlord reactionaries firmly resisted the revolution. But for the people, they needed to be guided to labor, which required more meticulous work.

Ji Ye had joined the People's Party's land reform action for less than a month, and she herself was certainly not some communist revolutionary. So after reading this work program, Ji Ye not only didn't suddenly see the light but felt confused instead. She asked doubtfully, "Captain Li, isn't our goal to implement land reform?"

Li Shouxian smiled and said, "Land reform is a method, not the goal. Even if land is distributed equally, if everyone cannot manage these lands well, life won't become better after land reform. The socialist system is built on the basis of developing productive forces and opposing exploitation. Opposing exploitation means we have to get rid of landlords. But simply getting rid of landlords doesn't mean everyone can become rich. Where does a happy life come from? It relies on labor to create it."

As a backbone of the Guangfu Society, the political concepts around Ji Ye were nothing more than "Overthrow the Manchus, Restore China". If there were any more political views, it was autonomy and not paying taxes. Her brother had embarked on the path of anti-Qing revolution because of resisting tax payments. But since being with the People's Party, these political views had undergone earth-shaking changes.

The People's Party not only wanted to establish a government stronger than the Manchu Qing, but its attention to taxation and degree of organization could be said to be "appalling". Of course, the People's Party also had its benefits. It wasn't about extortionate levies but achieved the goal of "increasing fiscal revenue" by improving the people's production capacity and letting the common people earn more money. Just in the aspect of tax collection, the common people didn't encounter the predicament of "extortionate levies" of the Manchu Qing.

However, this work was a bit too tedious. Ji Ye always heard that the People's Party had over a hundred thousand party members and troops. After witnessing the People's Party's powerful combat effectiveness with her own eyes, she had always been puzzled why such a powerful armed force didn't commit to a military operation to attack Beijing right now. Even if they didn't attack Beijing, Jiangsu surrounding Anhui definitely couldn't resist. It wasn't until she joined the People's Party work team that Ji Ye finally understood why the People's Party wasn't in a hurry to expand.

The Anhui Base Area had 16 cities and 62 counties. Conservatively calculating with five hundred villages and towns under each county, if a work team of 6 people was sent to each village and town, 150,000 staff members would be needed. The People's Party's army couldn't be dispersed, and its party cadres were at most forty to fifty thousand, far from the scale of 150,000 people.

Even if the work teams arrived at these villages, it wasn't possible for the people to obey immediately with just a wave of the arm. Ji Ye personally experienced this problem. The conditions in Lijiaji were considered quite good; location-wise, it was close to the county seat. There was a troop stationed in the county seat, so the masses at least knew that the People's Party had driven away the imperial court and had become the leaders of this place. The common people had no support for the Manchu Qing government, so they naturally wouldn't attack the New Government to restore the Manchu Qing government's rule. After the New Government opened for business, it didn't harass the people either, only sending work teams to the local areas to unite with the masses.

In this situation, seeing that the work team was amiable, put on no official airs, and were all young people, the people naturally didn't take the work team very seriously. Ji Ye had only heard that the People's Party was invincible; she hadn't expected that when facing the masses, the work team was actually a vulnerable group. Lijiaji had about a thousand people. Facing the six young men and women of the work team, the locals presented an overwhelming advantage. When Ji Ye, a girl, followed the large gang of the Guangfu Society, she could still have a bit of "majestic prestige". But facing a thousand locals in an unfamiliar place, she really felt a huge maladjustment. The panic she felt these days was actually more of the unease generated when facing the masses. If it were really fighting against the Manchu Qing, Ji Ye believed she wouldn't be afraid at all while in the People's Party's troops.

Li Shouxian didn't understand Ji Ye's thoughts, or rather he simply had no time to consider the thoughts of the Guangfu Society comrades. This bamboo purchasing work was very troublesome. As the first deal with the masses for the People's Party, Li Shouxian absolutely didn't want it to fail.

"Our work must be established on the basis of laboring together with the masses. In the past, the Manchu Qing government cooperated with the gentry or local forces. That is to say, even if the Manchu Qing government could take out money or things, they gave them directly to the gentry or the local secret societies. Then the gentry and the secret societies would exploit a layer from the middle. Since we want to establish effective influence, we must skip these people. We absolutely cannot let these people make a profit from the middle." Li Shouxian's attitude was very firm.

Hearing this, Ji Ye felt an almost instinctive resentment. Her family was from a secret society background. If the secret societies didn't make a profit from local commercial activities, they would have no basis for existence at all. Ji Ye couldn't help but say, "Captain Li, secret societies still value loyalty and righteousness. If we cooperate with the secret societies, I'm afraid this work would be completed faster."

"What is meant by anti-exploitation? It means no work, no gain. The reason why we, the People's Party, claim to serve the people is that when we provide labor opportunities, we don't charge fees. But for the gentry and secret societies to command the local area, they rely on monopolizing labor opportunities and employment opportunities. The People's Party's tax revenue is to operate the social service system, while the gentry and secret societies want to strengthen themselves first. Money in their hands cannot possibly be shared with the masses." Li Shouxian's answer was clanging and powerful; this was also the reason why he could become the work team captain. Li Shouxian was a graduate of the first term of the People's Party Cadre Training Class. Logically speaking, if he wanted a promotion at this time, he could at least mix into a district mayor position. However, before Chen Ke went to work in Lu'an this time, he required that outstanding comrades in the local areas be sent to the front line to work. This was also the Party's tradition; without arduous practical work, gaining status just by relying on going to school, what difference was there from leaping over the Dragon Gate through the imperial examination?

After working personally on the front line, Li Shouxian's understanding of the theories from the Party School education became deeper and deeper. If the People's Party wanted to seize political power in China, it had to thoroughly smash the current true grassroots ruling forces in China. It was essential to unite the masses around the People's Party through labor relations.

Ji Ye was still very unconvinced. Zhao Ziyong had always disliked speaking. The other three comrades nodded repeatedly. "Who are our friends, who are our enemies." This was a thinking method repeatedly emphasized by the People's Party in work. From the national level down to a village or town, to carry out work, this question absolutely could not be mistaken.

Li Shouxian finally said, "Then let's split up and visit door to door, asking the masses who is willing to come and do this thing. I require comrades to listen, not speak. Don't say how good our farm tools are; praising one's own wares has no meaning. The masses know in their hearts whether the farm tools are good or not. We just explain this matter clearly, and then listen to the masses' attitudes. If they are willing to work, they will definitely raise problems encountered in labor. This is the intelligence we need to care about and collect. Find the masses willing to labor, find the masses willing to cooperate with us in labor."

The six people divided into three groups and began visiting the masses. Ji Ye and Li Shouxian were in one group. Before the visits, because Ji Ye had emotions in her heart, her attitude wasn't really very correct. But Li Shouxian was the work team captain after all, so Ji Ye didn't feel it right to interrupt. She simply didn't want to talk.

But visiting family after family, Ji Ye slowly became interested. The development of things was indeed as Li Shouxian had said. Since Li Shouxian's purpose was clear—just introducing a job opportunity—after the masses understood this matter without ambiguity, everyone's attitude also became clear.

Those who neither believed in the People's Party nor were willing to work naturally only talked about things other than work. From the weather to Li Shouxian and Ji Ye's backgrounds, from the past to the future, anyway, straying thousands of miles from the topic. Li Shouxian didn't waste time either; encountering such people, he politely expressed that he would visit again next time.

Those who had concerns about working expressed cautious skepticism about the People's Party's credit.

Of course, among them, there was no lack of those who patted their chests guaranteeing they could undertake all the work, volunteering to be labor contractors. Or those who looked like swindlers at first glance, guaranteeing that after getting the farm tools first, they would absolutely do the work to satisfaction.

After visiting more than thirty households, they finally encountered four families with correct attitudes. Everyone first expressed willingness to work, then expressed they didn't have tools. After Li Shouxian informed everyone that the People's Party could provide axes, these masses then asked about the construction period requirements with a correct attitude. Li Shouxian told them that the People's Party hoped every household could be assigned the work of one hundred bamboo poles, so that the farm tools could also be obtained by every household relatively evenly.

Ji Ye thought these families would express that their single family could undertake more tasks. To her surprise, none of these farming households did so. Instead, they proposed that their families cut and transport one hundred bamboo poles first to try it out.

Coming out of the common people's homes, Ji Ye asked almost in disbelief, "Captain Li, the masses are too honest."

"Are you asking why these people didn't cut more bamboo?" Li Shouxian asked.

"Yes. No one is competing with them now. Isn't it good to take on more work?" Ji Ye was very puzzled about this.

"We are all fellow villagers; you always have to leave a way for others to live. This is the smart way of doing things. This is what a working person looks like." Li Shouxian's evaluation of these few families of common people was quite high.

Although Ji Ye understood Li Shouxian's words, she couldn't accept this attitude very well. in the education she received, this world was a winner-takes-all world. If one wanted to get benefits, it was absolutely impossible not to fight for them. The weak must attach themselves to the strong. And these few households neither expressed attachment to the People's Party nor occupied more benefits absolutely. Seventeen-year-old Ji Ye completely couldn't understand this way of doing things.

Visiting thirty-something families, Li Shouxian also felt the mental exhaustion was too great. He said to Ji Ye, "That's it for today, let's go back first and then talk."

"Why not try hard to finish visiting all the families?" Ji Ye was even more puzzled.

"Someone has to come out and set an example. And we also have to prepare. Leading the masses to work, if we don't prepare anything, what is that?" Li Shouxian explained the working method.

"Letting them work, what do we prepare?" Ji Ye was very astonished.

"Haha," at Ji Ye's immaturity in work, Li Shouxian smiled somewhat helplessly, "Which patch of bamboo to cut, how to transport it down. We have to think it through for the people. Even if we prepare these, we still have to see if the masses are willing to accept our arrangements. The things we think of might not necessarily fit the masses' needs. Comrade Ji Ye, whether we can do well the work that we are supposed to complete is still uncertain. You can't eat hot tofu if you're impatient; let's do it step by step."
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The hardship of the work far exceeded Ji Ye's imagination. Before starting work, Ji Ye had half-sarcastically said that Li Shouxian was more meticulous than a woman. But once the actual work began, problems of insufficient preparation were exposed one by one.

The bamboo forest was on the mountain south of the market town. Since arriving at Lijiaji, Li Shouxian had already inspected the terrain around the area. Not only Li Shouxian, but other comrades including Ji Ye had also inspected the terrain. What surprised Ji Ye was that at daybreak the next day, Li Shouxian took everyone to inspect it again.

"Captain Li, didn't we go there once already?" Ji Ye was very puzzled by such meaningless repetitive work.

"We went there a while ago," Li Shouxian corrected Ji Ye very implicitly.

"Why go again now?" Ji Ye was very perplexed.

"Don't know if there have been any changes recently," Li Shouxian replied.

Ji Ye was extremely baffled by such fussy actions. What was even more baffling was that the work team split into two groups, carrying ropes and wooden sticks, advancing along two small paths leading up the mountain respectively. Since they had just been there not long ago, the scenery and road conditions along the way seemed consistent with Ji Ye's memory. Perhaps because she was carrying heavy luggage, Ji Ye felt that the road this time seemed much longer than last time.

But walking on the mountain path, Ji Ye was surprised to discover that there were suddenly quite a few fellow villagers on the originally uninhabited mountain. They seemed to be "strolling" aimlessly on the mountain. Ji Ye immediately became alert; what made her feel even more uneasy was that some people were holding wooden sticks and ropes, as if they wanted to do something strange.

"Captain Li!" Ji Ye asked Li Shouxian in a low voice.

"It's fine," Li Shouxian comforted.

The masses on the mountain also saw Li Shouxian. Embarrassed expressions appeared on their faces, or they simply pretended not to see him. Li Shouxian ignored these people completely. He walked a big circle around the mountain and finally pointed to a large patch of moso bamboo, saying, "Comrade Ji Ye, let's fence off this bamboo forest together."

A large part of Ji Ye's attention was not on Li Shouxian. The villagers on the mountain were following the two of them somewhat sneakily; some could no longer be seen. Hearing Li Shouxian speak, Ji Ye asked nervously, "Captain Li, what exactly do they want to do?"

"Maybe just coming up the mountain for a stroll," Li Shouxian didn't care about these things at all. He just took out a revolver and handed it to Ji Ye.

The revolver was beautiful, with a dense blue-black layer on the gun body. Ji Ye gritted her teeth and asked, "Are we going to fight?"

"Fight what war, comrade?" Li Shouxian couldn't help laughing. "Those villagers are just coming up to see if we are here. If we aren't, people will think we are talking nonsense and not really wanting to buy bamboo. The villagers are diligent. Besides checking if we are here, they are also checking along the way to see which good bamboo forest they can stake out first. If they decide to participate, isn't it more convenient to be closer to the foot of the mountain?"

"Then why give me a gun?" Ji Ye was very puzzled about this.

"Didn't you feel afraid in your heart? Giving you a gun to embolden you. Besides, you are a girl; carrying a gun looks quite good," Li Shouxian answered while unfastening the holster and handing it to Ji Ye.

The pigskin belt attached to the holster did look quite good. At least in Ji Ye's view, it was very imposing and gave her a lot of security. The two took ropes and began to enclose a large area of bamboo forest. Just as they were busy, the other team of comrades also arrived. The situation they brought was the same as here; people had already appeared on the mountain.

The bamboo forest to be cut was determined, and the road was also determined. Leaving two comrades to guard, Ji Ye firmly requested to go back with Li Shouxian to lead the villagers. Being alone on the mountain made her feel very uneasy. In the desolate mountains, if someone had evil intentions... Ji Ye felt afraid just thinking about it.

Li Shouxian walked back while saying, "Comrade Ji Ye, to judge if there is hostility, you first have to judge what the other party is plotting. Is it to stop us from cutting bamboo? Or block the road to demand a toll? None of these situations can happen right now. I'm not saying whether they are capable of doing such things. It's just that right now, no one is taking the lead to do this kind of thing. And for these one hundred sets of farm tools, it's not worth it."

"Are you saying these people will come to rob us by force?" Ji Ye couldn't help asking. Her uneasiness was actually an indescribable uneasiness; having to specify the content of the uneasiness was really beyond Ji Ye's ability.

"Robbery pursues efficiency. The things robbed must either be something we definitely need, so if they rob it, we are forced to redeem it. With bamboo all over the mountains, we are not lacking these ten thousand poles at all. If they want to block the road, this mountain forest doesn't belong to the masses either. This mountain belongs to the county. Since we drove away the Manchu Qing, this belongs to us. Blocking the road, they can't come up with a justification. You don't need to be afraid," Li Shouxian replied.

"Then what if someone has evil intentions and kidnaps us?" Ji Ye knew about bandits kidnapping people for ransom in the mountains.

Li Shouxian was really somewhat helpless regarding Ji Ye's timidity. He laughed, "Kidnap us? Leaving aside whether these people exist or not, or if they can succeed in kidnapping. Even if we are kidnapped, the Party and the government will definitely come to save us."

"But what if..." Ji Ye was actually scared by Li Shouxian's analysis of the possibilities of danger. She felt the gloomy bamboo forest gave her an extremely uneasy feeling.

Li Shouxian was defeated by Ji Ye. He said helplessly, "There are no what-ifs. Fearing wolves ahead and tigers behind, what kind of revolution are you doing? Besides, kidnapping is for money. what property does our work team have? Are we wearing gold and silver, silk and satin? Or do we have piles of luggage in big and small boxes? Bandits with brains definitely know that provoking us has no benefit in the long run. Bandits without brains have no immediate benefit from robbing us either. What are you afraid of?"

"But there are always bad people, right?" Ji Ye became more and more uneasy as she was told.

"Bad people are divided into two kinds. One kind sets rules to harm people. As long as you are on their turf, they use these bad rules to harm you. Since we arrived in Guangde County, we have already killed quite a few of this kind of bad people; no need to fear them. The other kind of bad people covet petty profits right before their eyes and can't help reaching out to take something that isn't theirs. So our work team doesn't have anything valuable on us, not giving them the chance to do bad things. Most importantly, Guangde County is far from being pushed to that extent now; it's impossible for bad people to be everywhere." Speaking of this, Li Shouxian's voice suddenly deepened, and his face became very grim.

"Why hasn't it been pushed to that extent?" Ji Ye was just a seventeen-year-old child, and hadn't been "roaming the Jianghu" for long. Hearing that Li Shouxian made sense, she couldn't help getting to the bottom of it.

"Nothing! Just do your own work well!" Li Shouxian suddenly shouted angrily in a vicious tone.

Just a moment ago he was explaining gently and rationally, and suddenly he became full of malice. Ji Ye had never been shouted at with such a disgusted tone from childhood to adulthood. She first stopped in her tracks, stunned on the spot, and suddenly her nose soured, and her eyes turned red.

Li Shouxian walked another two steps before seeing that Ji Ye hadn't followed. He stopped, turned his head to look at Ji Ye. Li Shouxian pulled a long face and sighed deeply, "Comrade Ji Ye, have you seen the aftermath of a flood?"

Seeing Ji Ye covering her mouth and not speaking, Li Shouxian changed his phrasing, "You should have seen people selling sons and daughters in famine years. Being too poor to live, so they sell children. First, the adults can survive; second, after the children are sold to others, they can also survive. But after a great flood, selling sons and daughters won't help you survive. No one buys. At that time, doing bad things isn't for anything else, just to live for another half a day or a day, snatching a couple of mouthfuls of food from others. If you snatch someone's food, the person robbed will starve to death. At that time, for hundreds of miles around, there is nothing left; you can't even dig up Guananyin soil (kaolin clay). Even if you snatch a few mouthfuls of food, that stuff is usually something pigs wouldn't eat, dogs wouldn't eat."

Li Shouxian had struggled to survive the great flood in Anhui. That massive flood, which covered a vast area from Anhui and Eastern Henan to Northern Jiangsu and caused the deaths of over a million people, left very few survivors in Li Shouxian's family, which had never been considered poor. The remaining family members managed to survive only after barely reaching the Fengtai County Base Area before death by starvation ruthlessly destroyed them. Whenever he recalled that tragic experience, Li Shouxian felt as if a thousand-jin boulder was pressing on his heart.

This was the reason Li Shouxian couldn't help showing malice towards Ji Ye. That hellish experience made one shudder just to recall it.

Ji Ye had never experienced that kind of suffering, and she couldn't imagine what that terrifying scene actually looked like. The only thing she could be sure of was that Li Shouxian's malice was not directed at her. This made Ji Ye feel much better in her heart.

"There is a lot of work to do; let's hurry back and prepare." Li Shouxian left this sentence and went towards Lijiaji without turning his head.

Under the mobilization of the work team's three groups yesterday, a total of ten households came out to cut bamboo. Neither Li Shouxian nor the other comrades expected that these families would mobilize men, women, old, and young. A large moso bamboo had a diameter of over ten centimeters and a height of over ten meters. When the moso bamboo stood there like a jade tree in the wind, it didn't feel like much. But after cutting the moso bamboo down with the axes provided by the work team, when dragging the bamboo, one felt it was truly heavily deadly. Although the comrades didn't participate in the work of cutting moso bamboo, it didn't mean everyone stood by with folded arms as overseers. They helped pile the cut bamboo together and cut off the bamboo branches with choppers. After doing this work for a while, they were covered in sweat.

Everyone was burying their heads in work, and the masses didn't react at all to the People's Party joining the labor. When it was time to eat, the People's Party took out bamboo tube chestnut braised rice, salted vegetables and duck eggs, and canned meat in large glass jars to share with the common people. Only at this time did the masses actively express their gratitude. But they didn't say many words of thanks either; the bamboo chopsticks in everyone's hands moved swiftly, sending meat, salted duck eggs, and vegetables rich in salt and chili into their mouths, then burying their heads to vigorously eat the white rice mixed with chestnuts.

Ji Ye secretly looked at the food brought by the masses themselves. It was mixed grain rice with wild vegetables and chestnuts. The green vegetable juice dyed the rice an ugly color. The food was not only poor in quality but also small in quantity. Although the work team usually didn't eat that well either, relying on the breeding farm near the county seat, they could still eat duck eggs and meat twice a week. Even though Ji Ye's family wasn't poor, she wasn't able to eat meat so openly like this. So Ji Ye couldn't help looking up at Li Shouxian, who looked calm and ate slowly. She really couldn't imagine if Li Shouxian had truly suffered the torture of hunger he spoke of.

After cutting the moso bamboo, it had to be transported, and the problem of road arrangement was exposed. From the mountain to the foot of the mountain were small paths. Even if they were "small paths", they were trodden out by people. This kind of small path definitely pursued the efficiency and convenience of single-file walking. Dragging or carrying heavy objects like large moso bamboo, the small path was completely unsuitable. How to choose a road convenient for transport was a big problem. Men of short stature, three of them carrying a large bundle of moso bamboo, had to walk six or seven li along the winding small path to return to Lijiaji.

Ji Ye also tried carrying a moso bamboo and walked for a while. It was okay at the beginning. But before long, she felt the hard moso bamboo pressing painfully on her shoulder. Moreover, as she walked, the elastic bamboo bounced up and down or even slid, making her shoulder hurt even more. Forced to slow down, Ji Ye walked slowly on the mountain path and was soon left behind by the men in front.

Not only was she left behind by the male laborers, but those female commoners also shouldered moso bamboo and walked on the mountain path, and soon Ji Ye also fell behind them. Ji Ye was someone who had been on the battlefield. The battlefield seemed terrifying, but when really in the midst of it, everyone only knew to shoot, shout, run forward, or retreat. Being hit by a bullet was just that. The crazy battlefield atmosphere sucked everyone in, forcing you to face the battlefield and turn into a beast killing each other on the battlefield. Precisely because it was so close to death, it was easy for people to escape death by forgetting death.

But laboring was completely different. The road was fixed, the object of labor was fixed. What was needed was unavoidable exhaustion and even pain. persisting for another while, the pain in her shoulder made Ji Ye feel her eye sockets heating up in waves. Six or seven li seemed to have no end. The soles of her feet wearing straw sandals felt painful. A gust of mountain wind blew, and the clothes soaked in sweat made Ji Ye feel a chill. Finally carrying a moso bamboo back to Lijiaji with great difficulty, Ji Ye felt as if her whole person was about to collapse. Sweat mixed with possible tears made the corners of her mouth salty. It wasn't until she almost collapsed onto the bamboo chair and wiped the thick salty taste from the corner of her mouth with her hand that she discovered that at some point, the hair at her temples had also run into her mouth along with the corner of her mouth.

Compared to such hard labor, Ji Ye suddenly felt the battlefield wasn't that scary. At least back then there were comrades charging and killing together with Ji Ye. Completely unlike now, where Ji Ye could only walk alone on the long and arduous small path.

Wiping sweat while looking towards the bamboo forest, against the background of the sky starting to dim, the road appeared extremely long. Thinking that she had to do this one more time, great worry couldn't help rising in Ji Ye's heart. Could she carry another heavy moso bamboo down from the mountain? At this point, Ji Ye completely forgot that she had once worried about people robbing the moso bamboo. If someone really robbed it, Ji Ye would give the big burden of moso bamboo to others without hesitation.

While Ji Ye walked once, the women among the villagers participating in labor had already walked twice. And the male laborers including Li Shouxian had already gone back and forth three times. A huge pile of moso bamboo was piled up in front of the work team's residence.

"Comrade Ji Ye, you don't need to go. Count the moso bamboo here. Then watch over it." Li Shouxian dropped this sentence and walked towards the mountain again with other villagers.

There weren't many people participating in labor, but quite a few onlookers came to watch the excitement. When Li Shouxian and the others walked past with that simple and cold expression unique to hard laborers, these people knew better than to cause trouble. Seeing Li Shouxian and the others walk far away, they surrounded Ji Ye and struck up a conversation.

From where exactly these moso bamboos were to be used, to how many were needed. Some cared about what price moso bamboo could sell for, or where the ironware provided by the work team came from and at what price. There were also some who were very interested in the private intelligence of the work team. Ji Ye was tired to death at this moment and simply had no mood to chatter nonsense with this bunch of idlers. She said coldly, "Folks, don't delay my work, I still have to count the bamboo."

Immediately someone volunteered to help Ji Ye count the bamboo. The hypocritical enthusiasm of these guys who didn't work made Ji Ye want to kick them flying.

However, there were finally some people behaving much more normally. Seeing someone start cutting bamboo, some villagers asked formally, if they also participated tomorrow, would people still be needed here?

"Wait until Captain Li comes back to talk about this kind of thing. I can't make the decision." Ji Ye replied. She was so tired now that she didn't want to talk to these people at all. Not only tired, although the burning pain on her shoulder was weaker, once soaked by sweat, the skin stung as if pricked by needles. Leaving aside physical fatigue and pain, the work of counting bamboo wasn't finished yet. Ji Ye's mind was full of thoughts of finishing quickly and then resting for a while. Talking with this bunch of villagers, wait until Ji Ye was in the mood.

After counting the bamboo, seeing more and more villagers gathering outside, Ji Ye had to deal with the villagers' questions for quite a while. Li Shouxian finally returned to the station with the large group of people. Wiping his sweat, Li Shouxian first checked personally once before asking Ji Ye for the original count of bamboo. Sixty or seventy people spent a day to transport over a hundred bamboo poles.

Just at this moment, a middle-aged man over forty from among the villagers participating in labor walked out. "Captain Li, us guys have discussed it. We've scraped together a hundred bamboo poles anyway, can you give us a set of farm tools first?"

"Do the fellow villagers have any objections?" Li Shouxian asked loudly.

The villagers participating in labor expressed they had no objections one after another.

Li Shouxian strode into the room, took out a set of sickle and hoe, and seriously handed it to the middle-aged man who came out to speak. The middle-aged man's face was full of joy. He turned back and smiled at everyone, "I said it, the comrades of the work team won't tell lies."

Hearing the heartfelt voice of the masses mixed with joy and surprise, Ji Ye suddenly wanted to say something unpleasant, "Do you think we came to your poor mountain valley to cheat you? With this leisure time, I might as well go fight the Manchu Qing."

But these words couldn't possibly be spoken. The work team repeatedly emphasized discipline, resolutely not allowing abusive language towards the masses. All complaints were strictly forbidden to be said to the masses.

Instead, she heard Li Shouxian say loudly, "Folks, let's set off early tomorrow morning and finish cutting the bamboo as soon as possible. I'll say this upfront, for us people, we only provide meals for three days."

"Captain Li, look at what you're saying, we'll do it even without providing meals!" A hearty voice came from among the villagers participating in labor. Ji Ye could tell that was the one who ate the fastest and most during the meal.

Other common people who hadn't participated in labor immediately requested to join the second day's labor. Li Shouxian again told the masses his idea of hoping every household could be distributed a set of farm tools. This train of thought received unanimous approval from everyone. There were two or three households in the village lacking male laborers; obviously letting them participate in moso bamboo cutting, it was estimated they might not complete the task even in half a month.

"We walk all the way carrying bamboo, everyone gets thirsty too. How about this, let the masses of these few families boil water. At the place where bamboo is cut, in our market town, and on the road, set up places to drink water. These few households of villagers will deliver water to everyone. Everyone is a fellow villager; each household cutting a few more bamboo poles will be enough for them. What does everyone think?" Li Shouxian's voice was particularly loud in the crowd.

Li Shouxian held the power of distributing farm tools, so the masses had to give some face no matter what. Moreover, this request really wasn't excessive, so the masses agreed one after another. Li Shouxian seemed to have made a plan long ago. He calculated an account for everyone: if each family participating in cutting bamboo cut one hundred and eight bamboo poles, the task could be completed.

Getting definite news, the masses then dispersed. The masses dispersed, but Li Shouxian didn't take the comrades to rest. He first went door to door visiting those few mass families assigned the water boiling task. Because these families knew they couldn't do this heavy work, two families hadn't even joined in the excitement. Even hearing neighbors come back to give them the "good news", they still dared not believe there could be such a good thing. In these times, a lack of male laborers meant being bullied; good things absolutely wouldn't be their turn. It wasn't until Li Shouxian visited personally to tell them that these people knew the neighbors weren't telling lies.

Li Shouxian agreed with them to come and call them up early in the morning to boil water. The excited villagers expressed they wouldn't sleep tonight and would boil water overnight. Then Li Shouxian came back to organize the work of boiling and transporting water. This place in Guangde County didn't lack bamboo; bamboo tubes were the most commonly used water containers by villagers. Filling hundreds of bamboo tubes was a very heavy job. Those firing the stove fired the stove, those transporting firewood transported firewood. Food also had to be prepared. These advance arrangements could be described as complicated. Ji Ye was sleepy and tired, so she went to sleep early.

When she woke up, the sky was already dim, approaching dawn. She saw Li Shouxian preparing things to be used during the day in the firelight of boiling water. Heaven knew if Li Shouxian slept last night.

"Comrade Ji Ye, you are literate. You take charge of the bookkeeping work," Li Shouxian said to Ji Ye.

Ji Ye recognized a few hundred characters. Although reading the Four Books and Five Classics wasn't very realistic, she could count as an intellectual in this era. She had confidence in the bookkeeping work. Li Shouxian explained some key points and was dragged up the mountain by the impatient villagers.

Ji Ye originally thought this job wasn't hard, just bookkeeping—record however much bamboo came. But when she really started doing it, Ji Ye realized this was a very complicated job. Villagers threw down the bamboo and prepared to hurry for the next trip. And Ji Ye hadn't recognized all the villagers at all; she had to pull and drag to stop people from leaving, count the number of bamboo poles, and then record it in the book. Since she hadn't received training in bookkeeping, the account book Ji Ye wrote was simply a bit "magical".

Fortunately, Li Shouxian looked it over once when he returned for the first trip. Suppressing his laughter, he taught Ji Ye the method of using the character "Zheng" (tally marks) to keep accounts. And he helped Ji Ye check the previous accounts once. Finally, no mistakes were made.

Everyone worked for three days in a row. At the very end, Ji Ye encountered a new problem. Nearly half of the families cutting bamboo hadn't cut enough of the one hundred and eight poles. They were all short by two or three. And at this time, the villagers said one after another, "Doesn't matter about those few." "My family is busy." "We've cut enough of our one hundred."

Some even simply said first, "I'll find someone to substitute for me." Then they pulled over other villagers, and unknown if these people were in collusion, they resolutely denied they had agreed to cut bamboo for others. Requiring Ji Ye to "go find that person."

Fortunately, Ji Ye figured it out this time. She stated, "If the quantity isn't enough, we won't issue farm tools to you." This reasonable request finally ended the fantasies of escaping labor for those guys who wanted to slack off. However, these guys indicated they would deliver the bamboo tomorrow.

When summarizing work at night, Ji Ye reported this matter to Li Shouxian. Li Shouxian immediately ordered, "Tonight, gather the few families of villagers boiling water to watch the site. We will also take turns patrolling and keeping watch. Absolutely won't let anyone steal a single one."

Things turned out exactly as Li Shouxian expected; there were quite a few who came to steal bamboo in the middle of the night. Seeing the site where bamboo was piled was heavily guarded, they had to leave resentfully.

After the bamboo cutting work was finally completed, the county issued an order to transport the bamboo to the county seat. Ji Ye was quite strange why this work wasn't arranged from the very beginning. If the villagers were asked to transport the bamboo to the county seat, these farm tools would probably be enough to tempt the villagers.

"In the initial stage, we cannot overuse labor so excessively. Moreover, we also have things the masses need." Li Shouxian answered this question raised by the comrades at the work meeting.

"Next step we should organize the work of the mass cooperative. We are unlikely to pay a large amount of money in the village. Nor is it necessary to pay a large amount of money. In our area, the main daily necessities the masses need in the near future are iron, salt, and cloth. We can provide all these products."

"Then why not distribute them directly to the common people? This way, quite a few common people would be willing to follow us to fight." Ji Ye was a bit baffled. The Guangfu Society had always been troubled by the difficulty of gathering military strength. Rather than laboriously collecting daily necessities, giving money and promises would actually be easier.

Li Shouxian was very speechless. In the People's Party's mass work, solving the masses' livelihood problems was the entry point, and they were determined to do it first before talking. Or even do it without talking. The Guangfu Society's working method really gave Li Shouxian some ideas of wanting to say something. But the gap between the two sides was so big that he didn't even know what to say.

Although he learned various training in the cadre school and party school, that was for the masses and the People's Party members and cadres. The masses' goal was a better life; overthrowing the Manchu Qing and establishing a new socialist country wasn't what the masses pursued. And the masses wouldn't have any special interest in this.

The members of the Guangfu Society were different; their needs were more political. This brought greater difficulties to communication.

After thinking for a moment, Li Shouxian replied, "Let's finish discussing the immediate work before talking about these issues."
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Credit is accumulated gradually. After the work of cutting bamboo was completed, Li Shouxian convened a work meeting for transporting bamboo. When the masses learned that the remuneration for this labor was one jin of salt for transporting one hundred bamboo poles, people signed up immediately. Li Shouxian wasn't in a rush either; he took out the sample again to let the masses see—it was white, fine salt packed in oil paper bags. With the salt right before their eyes, plus the satisfaction the masses felt after trying out the newly obtained farm tools, polite remarks like "Would we still distrust Captain Li?" came out one after another. Impatient ones began asking when work would start or how this labor would be arranged.

Facing such a situation, Li Shouxian was very happy in his heart. Although he was currently just a work team captain, as a graduate of the Cadre School, Li Shouxian knew the Party's plan for Guangde County. Growing crops in the Jiangnan mountainous areas wasn't easy, but mulberry trees could be planted. The immense profit of the raw silk trade was clear to all People's Party cadres. The bottlenecks restricting it were nothing more than the various checkpoints and likin taxes of the Manchu Qing. There was no such thing as likin tax inside the People's Party's Base Area. State-owned mulberry gardens and silk factories were even less likely to have various exploitative taxes. The Base Area could rely on armed forces to protect its raw silk and transport it directly to Wuhan, Anqing, and Wuhu to trade directly with foreigners. The money obtained from the trade would be used to purchase machinery and equipment to strengthen the industrial power of the Base Area.

The cadres of the Cadre School had, without exception, visited the industrial zone in Fengtai County. The rumbling machines, various ingenious designs—although the industrial varieties at the current stage weren't many, they were all what the Base Area needed most. For example, ironware, cement, glass, and electricity-driven textile mills. Li Shouxian didn't know much about industry; precisely because he didn't know much, after witnessing such scenes, Li Shouxian developed a blind trust in industry. He firmly believed that an industrialized Base Area would definitely have a bright future. And Li Shouxian himself was one of the capable generals participating in this bright future.

Among the masses, there were some people Li Shouxian paid more attention to. During the investigation in Lijiaji these days, the work group continuously gathered intelligence, and a few names appeared more and more frequently in the reports. If judged by general views, these few people counted as "capable"; that is to say, they occasionally acted as brokers, occasionally solicited some business, or did some shady buying and selling. There were no large clans in the mountainous area. Because of poverty, there weren't many shamans either. So these few people appeared particularly conspicuous.

Since Li Shouxian arrived at the front line to work, he had always kept in mind a lesson Chen Ke taught in the People's Party Cadre School, "Why can't China be managed well? Why does everyone feel there is so much suffering? One of the most important reasons is that there are too many middlemen exploiters. When common people want to exchange the fruits of their labor for a better life, they are inevitably exploited layer by layer by forces like the government, gentry, and secret societies. In the end, not only can they not achieve a better life, but they can't even preserve their original life. In the new system we want to establish, power belongs either to the state and government or to the people's self-governance. Any stratum other than these two must have its current social power deprived until not a bit is left. In the future China, the ruling class will be the alliance of laborers, and those guys who are not laborers must either honestly shut their mouths and take some leftovers to keep from starving, or we will make them shut their mouths."

Whether those few "capable" people in Lijiaji chose to become laborers or had other plans, Li Shouxian was prepared to wait and see.

While Li Shouxian continued to push the work with full confidence, Ji Ye also had her own considerations for the future. She had begun to get used to the style of the People's Party. She calculated how she should imitate this model after returning to Zhejiang, but after thinking it over and over, she couldn't find a precise direction. It was really too difficult for a seventeen-year-old girl to construct a social system by pure imagination. First of all, Ji Ye wasn't clear where the People's Party got so many iron farm tools. In fact, Ji Ye herself completely didn't know the difference between pig iron, wrought iron, and white cast iron. If Ji Ye knew that these farm tools were transported from Wuhan thousands of li away through the People's Party's logistics system, the little girl would probably scream in fright.

The workers of the steel plant located in Hanyang didn't know that the farm tools produced by the factory could actually be sold to Guangde County. In fact, the vast majority of Hanyang Iron Works workers, as well as the vast majority of Hubei people, didn't know that in the current Great Qing, there was such a place called Guangde County. A place a few hundred li away was out of reach for these ordinary common people. Even with steamships now, those who could travel far were still the minority.

Recently, Hanyang Iron Works finally knew a bit more about Anhui. This understanding didn't come from rumors about the Anhui People's Party. Rumors were like myths; they actually didn't bring a shred of knowledge. A batch of Anhui people had recently joined the Hanyang Iron Works. Although the leaders were Northerners speaking Mandarin, the workers and technicians below were solid Anhui people.

From the technical department to the front-line workers, these people were assigned to various posts in the Hanyang Iron Works. What surprised the steel plant workers was that these people's posts would also change. For example, people from the engineering department would enter front-line work, while those from the technical department would go to work in engineer posts.

Regarding the origins of these people, Hanyang Iron Works workers at most used it as gossip material after tea and meals. However, Viceroy of Huguang Lord Zhao Erxun couldn't help but send people to monitor closely. Zhao Erxun wasn't some "fledgling" in officialdom. Ever since Sheng Xuanhuai hurriedly rushed from Beijing to Wuhan during the Spring Festival and specially had a fleet of large ships take away over a hundred thousand tons of steel, he knew there was a transaction hidden behind this matter. Only the People's Party could dispatch such a fleet now. Sure enough, not long after, he heard that the New Army captured by the People's Party "fought their way out" of Anhui and returned to Xuzhou.

Lord Zhao Erxun sniffed at such petty tricks. The New Army became captives of the People's Party even when fully armed. How could they fight their way out after becoming captives? Who were they trying to fool!

However, as a defeated general, Lord Zhao Erxun was the first of the three route suppression armies to be completely wiped out. Heaven knew what the People's Party was thinking to actually release all the Hubei New Army captives. So Lord Zhao Erxun was the person least qualified to make irresponsible remarks about this.

But Lord Zhao Erxun couldn't help but be vigilant about the subsequent matters. Hanyang Iron Works had always been poorly managed, and Sheng Xuanhuai injected capital three years ago. Now Sheng Xuanhuai had great say over Hanyang Iron Works. The People's Party taking away over a hundred thousand tons of steel clearly was the ransom from Beiyang to the People's Party. Not long after the fleet left, Sheng Xuanhuai placed a large batch of Anhui people into Hanyang Iron Works.

Zhao Erxun had once inquired about this matter indirectly. Sheng Xuanhuai answered with a bitter smile, "These are some Anhui merchants preparing to invest in Hanyang Iron Works."

Afterward, Sheng Xuanhuai even set up a banquet, inviting Zhao Erxun and the "Anhui merchants" to gather.

How were these Anhui merchants? That group of Northerners speaking fluent Hebei or Tianjin dialect had mostly worked in the "Tianjin Machinery Bureau" built by the Beiyang Navy. They claimed to have gone to Anhui to make a living after the destruction of the Tianjin Machinery Bureau. Zhao Erxun looked at this group of "rebels" with dignified behavior, then looked at Sheng Xuanhuai's bitter smile. Then he suddenly realized. The Anhui rebels coveted the steel of the Hanyang plant; they sent people to learn and investigate at the same time.

But even knowing this, Lord Zhao Erxun decided to turn a blind eye. Hanyang Iron Works was built with court funds, and now the main funder was Beiyang's Sheng Xuanhuai. What did this have to do with Lord Zhao Erxun? If the Anhui rebels attacked Wuhan, Lord Zhao Erxun could arrest these people first. But the People's Party colluded with Beiyang; if Lord Zhao Erxun took the initiative to arrest these people, and then the enraged Anhui rebels sent troops to attack Wuhan, wouldn't that be looking for trouble out of thin air?

Since he harbored such thoughts, Lord Zhao Erxun completely let go. The "Anhui merchants" bought a large piece of land in Hanyang; Lord Zhao Erxun turned a blind eye. When the "Anhui merchants" came to ask him for approval, he approved. Lord Zhao Erxun even calmly accepted the "brush fee" (bribe) paid by the "Anhui merchants" according to the rules. Lord Zhao was very smart; since the Anhui rebels were willing to do this, it showed they temporarily didn't want to attack Wuhan by force. Having such a group of people in Wuhan could actually serve as a weather vane to observe the Anhui rebels' thoughts at any time.

However, when the "Anhui merchants" planned this piece of land as a whole, built water towers and tap water pipes imitating the concessions, built sewage systems, built roads, and began to build residential areas, Lord Zhao Erxun was really quite surprised. In his view, rebels were always destroyers and not builders. The performance of the Anhui rebels had always been distinctly different from other rebels who only knew how to incite rebellion. Treating wounded captives, releasing captives, and even not snatching captives' private property. Let alone rebels, even government troops definitely couldn't do to this extent. Lord Zhao Erxun had understood the Hubei New Army; although defeated by the People's Party, when mentioning the People's Party, the Hubei New Army soldiers didn't have any heartfelt hatred; quite a few even admired the People's Party's righteousness.

This was also one of the reasons why Lord Zhao Erxun was unwilling to forcibly move against the "Anhui merchants". If the People's Party came under the banner of "Only killing Zhao Erxun", Zhao Erxun didn't think the Hubei New Army would sincerely defend him.

"Lord Zhao, an accident happened again when Hanyang Iron Works tapped steel today. Several workers were burned to death; one of them was an Anhui rebel." A subordinate spy excitedly reported the latest news to Zhao Erxun.

Hearing this news, Zhao Erxun felt a joy in his heart, "Oh? Those rebels are still working?"

"They have been working all along. Heaven knows what they are thinking. Several people have already died, yet these rebels are still not afraid of death." The spy was disguised as a factory worker, so he knew quite a bit about the steel plant. Working in an environment of over a thousand degrees, the molten iron emitted suffocating heat waves. Workers often had to observe the furnace, walking on the overhead bridge above the blast furnace. A slight carelessness and falling down meant death. Even if very careful, when releasing molten iron and steel, splashing of steel juice often occurred. That stuff splashing on the body meant death or injury; there was simply no way to defend against it.

"Are these people sincerely here to learn steelmaking?" Zhao Erxun was very puzzled about this.

Perhaps the spy wasn't familiar with Lord Zhao Erxun's speaking characteristics, or maybe having to participate in labor in the factory made him somewhat admiring, so he replied, "These rebels are learning seriously. Quite a few are already doing quite well inside the steel plant."

"What? Could it be the rebels have already bewitched quite a few workers?" Zhao Erxun was startled.

The spy didn't know how to answer. The Anhui rebels didn't incite the workers to rebel. Through serious work, they gradually became quite capable members inside the steel plant. Since they worked well and were amiable, whenever ordinary workers asked for advice, these rebels never held back secrets and always answered ordinary workers' questions seriously. The workers naturally admired them.

For some reason, the spy disguised as a worker felt that no matter how he explained, Lord Zhao Erxun in front of him might not necessarily understand this matter. After thinking, the spy answered following Zhao Erxun's meaning, "The rebels haven't started bewitching workers yet, but this lowly one feels they are almost about to start bewitching workers."
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Mao Ping could be counted as one of the earliest People's Party comrades to work in Wuhan. In 1905, the People's Party only had eight formal members. After Chen Ke and You Gou completed the development of the specific drug "606", Mao Ping went to Wuhan to work as a doctor in the capacity of a member of the "Whampoa Book Club". Now in April 1908, Mao Ping, who had returned to Wuhan to work again, was not just a doctor. The People's Party's financial power at this time far exceeded that of 1905. Mao Ping was ordered to open a "Wuhan Medical School" in the "Hanyang New District" created by the People's Party. According to the tradition of the medical field, the "Affiliated Hospital of Wuhan Medical School" was also built. Mao Ping served as both the principal of the medical school and the dean of the affiliated hospital, counting as a rising figure in the intellectual circles.

The Wuhan Medical School and hospital presided over by Mao Ping were located near the steel plant. Because the fees were not high and it was Western medicine, the hospital was crowded with people every day. Mao Ping also sat for consultations on ordinary days. After asking about the condition of a fever patient, Mao Ping said, "Go get a blood test."

There were many cases of infectious diseases recently. The transition between spring and summer was often when epidemics broke out. The three towns of Wuhan were a big city with a large population and many people coming and going, so the possibility of an epidemic outbreak was also greater. As a low-lying wetland, Hanyang New District had illness as a common problem. To expand its influence, the People's Party had held sanitation popularization lectures many times in the three towns of Wuhan. The effect of the lectures was naturally quite good; of course, the result was that business at the Affiliated Hospital of Wuhan Medical School was "booming".

"Dean Mao, there's been an accident at the steel plant! Six dead, four injured." A messenger rushed hurriedly into the outpatient clinic where Mao Ping was.

Mao Ping stood up immediately, "Call the comrades of the medical team, we are going right now."

The steel industry was a high-risk industry. Let alone now, even after the liberation, every large and medium-sized steel plant had a three-digit "death standard" every year. That is to say, as long as the number of deaths due to various reasons did not exceed three digits annually, the steel plant was not considered to have management problems. This wasn't disregarding human life; it was determined by the working environment of the steel plant. High temperature, high heat, high noise, and various blinding lights. Workers and technical personnel couldn't just hide in a safe place with saving their lives as the sole purpose. Workers and technical personnel had to observe and handle metal liquids at over a thousand degrees. A slight carelessness by oneself, or a slight unexpected event in the production process, would lead to injury or disability. Mao Ping had seen with his own eyes a worker on the overhead bridge directly above a blast furnace accidentally fall into the blast furnace. By the time Mao Ping got onto the bridge, there were no longer any traces of a human in the boiling molten iron below. In the high-temperature environment of over a thousand degrees, the whole person was burned into flying ash.

So death itself didn't cause any more surprise for Mao Ping. Any surprise was meaningless; this was the reality everyone faced.

As soon as he went out, Mao Ping saw the gloomy sky, and he felt inexplicably uneasy in his heart. These continuous clouds looked very much like the clouds he saw during the flood in Anhui back then. That flood gave Mao Ping memories that were too deep. Composing himself, Mao Ping took the medical team wearing white coats and rushed towards Hanyang Iron Works.

Injuries or deaths in the steel plant were not news, so the order inside the plant was orderly. Instead, those foreign technical personnel would greet Mao Ping kindly when they saw them. When these foreign devils first saw Mao Ping and the others wearing white coats with round white-background red cross symbols on their medical kits, they once thought they were doctors from foreign hospitals. When they learned that this group were local Chinese doctors, the foreign devils immediately became dismissive.

It wasn't until Mao Ping's medical team showed decisive and effective ability during treatment—once saving a foreign devil's life—that they treated Mao Ping and the others with the respectful attitude truly accorded to doctors. After all, hospitals opened by foreign devils didn't have doctors who would rush over at any time without a house call fee. In this dangerous working environment, heaven knew what one would encounter. Treating doctors well was treating oneself well.

Mao Ping and the others didn't stop because of others' greetings. The medical team advanced rapidly with their usual focused attitude, arriving directly at the place where the injured were under the lead of factory personnel. As usual, amidst the pungent smell of burnt flesh, the injured workers were groaning or crying.

The one crying had already lost a section of his left leg; the blackened fabric was cauterized onto the leg. Exposed outside was the black and red stump. "Let me die!" The worker was crying in despair, "What meaning is there for me to live on! Let me die!"

This was something that couldn't be helped. In the Wuhan area where employment competition was cruel, it was very hard for such disabled people to find a decent job again. This world showed no mercy to a person without the ability to support a family; there were only two choices: a slow death or a quick death.

No matter how scary the wounded's injuries were, or how miserable the wounded's wailing was, rescue work began immediately. First, simple treatment of the wounds, then wrapping the wounds with gauze. The wounded were lifted onto stretchers, and the rescue team ran towards the hospital.

"Principal Mao!" A foreman stopped Mao Ping. "Principal Mao, my relative is among them. Please take extra care."

"Don't worry. We will treat the patients well." Mao Ping replied.

"This is fate. This is fate." The foreman said it several times in a pained tone before speaking his mind, "Suffering like this, he might as well be dead."

Mao Ping knew what the foreman meant. The words the foreman didn't say were, "If the cost is too high, then don't bother saving him." Mao Ping understood the hospital's situation very well. The People's Party's hospital couldn't possibly save this kind of patient at all costs. The current hospital simply had no large income. If the People's Party wasn't aiming to accumulate enough doctors, and if the People's Party's investment in doctors wasn't small in itself, this school and hospital wouldn't have been able to sustain themselves long ago.

The three towns of Wuhan were a big city. As a thoroughfare of nine provinces, there was also a huge concession area. This place was called "Chicago of the East" by Americans. But in the deformed urban development, there was precisely a lack of a medical system, let alone any social security system. Apart from doing their best to treat the disabled personnel within their own system, the People's Party would also arrange many jobs within their capacity for them. For unmarried personnel, they would even arrange treatment like marriage for them. But that was the Base Area. The People's Party basically controlled the entire Base Area, having numerous enterprises and factories with too many employment opportunities. In Wuhan, no work for a day meant no food for a day. Too many people were waiting for too few employment opportunities. Once eliminated by the labor force because of major disability, the end was very miserable.

Even if the person was saved, what was the meaning? Mao Ping couldn't help thinking, if Hanyang Iron Works belonged to the People's Party, then the People's Party naturally wouldn't ignore these worker comrades. But in the current situation, the People's Party had neither the financial power nor the obligation to provide more help to these people beyond treatment.

"Being saved is his fate. Let him resign himself to fate." Mao Ping said to the foreman. The foreman looked at Mao Ping with understanding and grateful eyes, saying "Thank you" repeatedly.

To calm the emotions in his heart, Mao Ping couldn't help saying to himself secretly: "Exert the revolutionary humanitarian spirit of healing the wounded and rescuing the dying." Mao Ping even recalled Chen Ke saying to him with an extremely serious attitude, "Comrade Mao Ping, you've worked hard."

Thinking of this, Mao Ping felt he had recovered the courage to persist in his work, doing as much as possible for China's impoverished medical work. However, if Mao Ping could know what Chen Ke was thinking in his heart, he would probably turn pale with fright. Facing the crude public medical system he strove to establish, Chen Ke often thought that with the average patient death rate of nearly 10% for these hardworking staff, if it were in the 21st century, they would probably be blocked at the gate by medical disturbance mobs until they wanted to commit suicide.

Holding the spirit of revolutionary humanitarianism, Mao Ping took the medical team and left Hanyang Iron Works. The school and hospital were built on a large piece of open land; this was the territory of Hanyang New District.

In 1905, Zhang Zhidong, then Viceroy of Liangjiang, started construction of the "Zhang Gong Dike" in Hankou, stretching from Dijiao in Hankou in the east to Duoluokou in the west. Since its completion, over a hundred thousand mu of low-lying land in the back lake area rose to become dry land, which caused the Hankou Citadel to lose its flood prevention function. Later, the Yudai River gradually silted up, so at the end of the Qing Dynasty, the Hankou Citadel was demolished and rebuilt into a broad road, which is today's Zhongshan Avenue. The embryonic form of today's Hankou was thus gradually formed.

The People's Party intervening in Wuhan at this time wasn't planned in advance. Nor was it that Chen Ke's understanding of history was so detailed. It was purely stumbling into it by mistake, sticking a foot into Hankou where there was a large amount of vacant land. These hundred thousand mu of depression were originally wetlands with few inhabitants. By 1908, the groundwater level dropped, and this place could finally undergo large-scale construction.

The medical team entered the hospital, which was still crowded with people. In this era, whether in China or abroad, infectious diseases occupied the majority of hospital beds. Although the masses didn't know the principles of infectious diseases, they knew the manifestations of infectious diseases. Keeping an infectious patient at home would bring disaster to the whole family. Sending them to the hospital, firstly, fulfilled their duty to their relatives, and secondly, avoided bringing disaster to the family. If it were in the New China period, the hospital and the national health and epidemic prevention system would naturally solve these epidemic prevention problems. But now it was 1908; the Manchu Qing government had neither the will nor the ability to solve social problems. Private hospitals were opened to make money, to earn silver for their own pockets, not to spend huge amounts from their own pockets to provide services to society.

Therefore, until the People's Party intervened in Wuhan, even if there were only large-scale hygiene propaganda campaigns, the prototype of a true health and epidemic prevention system finally appeared in Wuhan.

Seeing the medical team carrying the wounded in, everyone knew the matter was serious and made way one after another. Mao Ping and the others successfully entered the operating room and began further treatment work.

This was in April 1908. Lord Zhao Erxun was still in the position of Viceroy of Huguang.

And two months later, in June 1908, when the Jiangsu Provisional Assembly was formally established, Lord Zhao Erxun had already re-assumed the post of Viceroy of Sichuan as he wished. He threw away the hot potato of Hubei and rushed hurriedly to Sichuan. He didn't even wait for his successor.

Entering summer, heavy rain fell in the Wuhan area, and water levels everywhere rose sharply. Hubei was seeing that it would encounter large-scale floods for the fifth consecutive year. And at this time, Mao Ping was mobilizing comrades in the hospital and students in the school to prepare for disaster relief and epidemic prevention.

Not only the hospital, but the comrades of the Wuhan Work Team were also making emergency mobilization. Before coming to work in Wuhan, Chen Ke had said to the Wuhan Work Team, "Comrades, the revolution can take the way of first controlling a region with military power, then unfolding the work of establishing a new system in civil administration. At the same time, the revolution can also take the mode of first unfolding work in civil administration, and finally implementing military takeover. No matter which mode, strong military power is needed as backing. But relying only on military power cannot create a new regime. The ultimate goal of the revolution is nothing more than allowing the people to labor better and live better. This is the end point of all true revolutions, and also the goal of all revolutions."

The People's Party had the ability to cope with floods; the party members and cadres had almost all struggled out of floods alive. Although the comrades of the People's Party had all studied materialism and firmly stated that there were no ghosts or gods in this world, facing the current situation, they very much doubted whether Chen Ke had the ability to predict the future. When the People's Party began to project power in Wuhan, without needing to go into battle to kill, without needing class struggle, Heaven actually used the cruel method of a flood to give a helping hand.

The messenger brought news: the work team led by Chairman Chen Ke in the Dabie Mountain area was very effective. Up to now, a team of tens of thousands had been recruited. And this team had already begun preparing to march to Wuhan. Not for military struggle, but for disaster relief work. The People's Party could now unfold its work to its heart's content in a social situation with no competitors.
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The Party's political work had always been both meticulous and frank. For example, a widely circulated saying was "One pig is worth half a political commissar." And historically, uprisings started with white steamed buns were not rare. Although Chen Ke knew this was true, he only knew it as a fact. When he personally encountered such things, he was still quite shocked.

Lu'an, Anhui, was an old Red area. Chen Ke knew that the masses in this place had a strong demand for revolution. After meeting with the Lu'an Municipal Party Secretary, Chen Ke formulated the action program of "Clearing out local tyrant landlords and uniting the revolutionary masses" at the Party Committee meeting. Local comrades in Lu'an targeted seven local tyrants and landlords who had blood debts. Among them, a local tycoon surnamed Liu even had a grudge against Duan Qirui's grandfather. After Duan Qirui's grandfather killed someone from the Liu family, he moved his whole family to Shouzhou for refuge. At that time, Duan Qirui's grandfather was already a commander of the Huai Army, which showed how arrogant the local tycoons were.

"Strike the local tyrants, divide the land!" Once this news spread, it immediately caused a sensation in the entire Lu'an area. The reconnaissance team found that the tyrant landlords didn't flee at all but shrank into their fortified villages. In the days before the scheduled attack on the fortified villages, common people from all over had already gathered in Lu'an County, everyone excited.

Learning that Chen Ke in front of them was the famous Number One leader of the People's Party, the gathering masses, carrying sacks and shoulder poles, enthusiastically requested to work with Chen Ke.

"Great King Chen, we heard long ago that making a living is easy over in Shouzhou; you must take us with you."

"Great King Chen, after you conquered Anqing, the Anqing area became much better. But you can't ignore us in Lu'an."

The simple words contained the pursuit of wealth and a better life. Chen Ke always believed that the people would not follow the revolution for nothing; the revolution must give the people a reason to follow it. Simply killing people and dividing family property could not trigger a true revolution.

"Folks, you must have heard that we, the People's Party, have killed quite a few people. We've killed people from the government, we've killed local tyrant landlords. We've also killed government troops fighting us on the battlefield. But we, the People's Party, have principles in killing people; killing the innocent indiscriminately is not allowed. Why kill that person? Folks, we have to make it clear to ourselves first!" Chen Ke shouted loudly to the hundreds of gathered common people.

The common people looked at each other in blank dismay. Chen Ke actually didn't actively announce the evil deeds of the targets and then lead everyone to attack them together, but instead asked the masses for the reason. Following the People's Party to attack fortified villages was something everyone could easily follow. As the saying goes, when a wall is about to fall, everyone pushes it. After breaking the fortified village, getting things was the serious business. As for why? The reason was simple: because stomachs were hungry. Those local tyrant landlords indeed oppressed the common people, but truly speaking, the masses who had made up their minds that those people must die were still the minority.

"They bully people!" Someone hid in the crowd and shouted.

"Who are they! Whom have they bullied!" Chen Ke asked without hesitation.

Below immediately became silent. This was asking the victims to come out and speak. Since Chen Ke made the determination to learn to "listen", all actions were striving in these directions. The common people were always very honest; they knew very well that once they stood out, they would have to be responsible for what happened after standing out. No one was willing to be responsible for such things; only common people with true blood feuds would come forward.

After a moment, finally, a man with an ashen face came out from the crowd. He arrived in front of Chen Ke, suddenly knelt on both knees, and shouted heart-wrenchingly, "Great King Chen, I have no grudge or enmity with those people in the fortified villages. I came here to beg you for one thing..."

Chen Ke hurriedly pulled the man up, "This big brother, I am not some mountain king. You can just call me Chen Ke."

Although the man saw Chen Ke was tall and big, he didn't expect Chen Ke's strength to be quite great; just one pull lifted him up. The man couldn't care about so much; he tightly grabbed Chen Ke's arm, "Chen... Great King Chen, I heard you fight the government. My family had five brothers; En Ming ordered four of them killed. Great King Chen, if you are willing to avenge us, I will sell my life to you!"

This man was named Fan Youdi, from Huoshan, Lu'an. Because he participated in anti-foreign religion actions, En Ming ordered the suppression of mass activities in 1906. His whole family suffered disaster; only Fan Youdi escaped with his life. It wasn't until the People's Party conquered Anqing that Fan Youdi returned to Lu'an. During this period, Fan Youdi also went to Anqing and joined the Yue Wang Society which occupied Anqing at that time. After the Yue Wang Society was defeated and retreated, Fan Youdi didn't go with the Yue Wang Society but returned to his hometown in Lu'an. Hearing that the People's Party fought their way here this time, he came alone to beg Chen Ke.

Chen Ke was very satisfied with this entry point. In these years, "religious cases" were extremely numerous. The focus of the conflict was, on the one hand, the customary conflict between foreign religions and the people, and on the other hand, the purpose of believers joining foreign religions was to obtain a superior status. After having such status, the church used the background of foreigners to coerce local officials, always able to get the support of the government in civil conflicts. For those believing in Christianity or Catholicism, oppressive policies in religion were the essence of the Christian/Catholic religious system. Let alone engaging in this hierarchy of believers in China, even in England, the English who believed in Protestantism still oppressed the Irish who believed in Catholicism.

To expand their sphere of influence, foreign missionaries in China adopted this method of creating a believer group with a higher privileged status to expand the influence of religious forces. And those who defected to foreign religions were mostly people who couldn't occupy a position in the mainstream of the populace; most of them were even rejected by the masses. That was why they believed in foreign religions to raise their status. The original "lowlifes" suddenly got the support of the government; how could the masses accept this change? Not to mention, after these guys believed in foreign religions, they thought they followed the right master and were very arrogant and domineering among the people. The "religious cases" at the end of the Qing Dynasty were filled with this kind of intense struggle.

"Brother Fan, you want to seek revenge on En Ming; I can promise you. But you have to do something for me." Chen Ke stared at Fan Youdi and said.

Fan Youdi never expected Chen Ke to speak so clearly in public. He immediately shouted, "Great King Chen, you say it. Mountain of swords or sea of fire, I, Fan Youdi, won't even frown."

Chen Ke nodded, "Brother Fan, the Huoshan common people harmed by En Ming are not just your family. Go back and bring the harmed common people to Lu'an; our People's Party will definitely uphold justice for everyone."

Regarding En Ming's end, the People's Party had never announced it to the outside. Many people simply didn't know that En Ming, who had disappeared for a long time, had fallen into the hands of the People's Party. Hearing Chen Ke's words, a look of disappointment appeared on Fan Youdi's face. Just because of this young man Chen Ke's empty talk, he had to run back to Huoshan County? And bring those many harmed common people back to Lu'an together?

Just as Fan Youdi felt Chen Ke was deceiving him, he saw Chen Ke ask the staff behind him to bring a bag and a string of coins. Fan Youdi hesitantly opened the bag; revealed inside were white steamed buns.

"Brother Fan, can't let you make the trip for nothing. These steamed buns are for you to eat on the road, and this money is for you to use on the road. Please invite those harmed common people to Lu'an. Our People's Party will definitely uphold justice for everyone!" Chen Ke said seriously.

When Fan Youdi left, he was very silent, with neither words of gratitude filling his mouth nor any special expression. Chen Ke very much doubted what choice Fan Youdi would make. To believe the People's Party? Or not to believe the People's Party?

Regardless of whether the common people believed the People's Party, at least the People's Party should believe the masses. Chen Ke silently explained to himself in his heart.

Fan Youdi left, and the enthusiasm of the masses seemed to have dropped a lot. The People's Party's white steamed buns and that string of coins left the masses somewhat confused. It was the People's Party that said "Strike local tyrants, divide the land." But now the People's Party made it clear they wanted the masses themselves to state the reasons for "Striking local tyrants, dividing the land." This approach greatly exceeded the masses' imagination. In any case, words like "Rob money, rob grain, rob women" couldn't be spoken. And asking themselves honestly, the purpose of most common people was related to looting, but there was an inexplicable gap in between.

"Folks, our People's Party wants everyone to live a good life! But I wonder if you folks have thought about what a good life looks like in your hearts," Chen Ke smiled.

"A good life is just having enough to eat and not being poor," someone replied.

"What does having enough to eat and not being poor have to do with striking local tyrants and dividing the land?" Chen Ke pressed.

The common people couldn't quite grasp Chen Ke's questions. After a long silence, someone said, "With more land, naturally one won't be poor."

Chen Ke smiled, "If the land of local tyrants is distributed to everyone, with so many common people in our Lu'an, after dividing it equally among everyone, how much more land can one get? With this little extra land, can one not be poor?"

This saying wasn't actually Chen Ke's original creation. When striking local tyrants in Anhui, local tyrants had questioned the People's Party cadres and soldiers like this, and had once rendered the cadres and soldiers speechless. Hearing this, the masses of Lu'an were also speechless.

The popularization discussion of these revolutionary issues should originally have undergone a preparation of quite a long time. Because people all have inertia; if the land were really distributed, the masses would be too lazy to pay attention to the People's Party. If the entire Lu'an area couldn't be included in the scope of social transformation, and only a minority of masses daring to take risks got benefits, that wouldn't be a promotion of the revolution, but a huge regression.

On this point, after Chen Ke arrived in Lu'an, he praised the cadres in the Lu'an area for not taking rash actions. The comrades spent great energy investigating the specific situation of Lu'an. These precious preliminary preparations greatly reduced the difficulty of Chen Ke's work.

Facing the silent masses, Chen Ke shouted loudly, "Striking local tyrants is because they owe the common people blood debts. In the past under the Manchu Qing, they could do whatever they wanted. Now that the People's Party is here, these people should pay the price for their actions! Heavenly principles and justice have returned!"
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More than a year after the "fall" of Anqing, Cixi finally received news of En Ming. Ever since Anhui formally entered Cixi's political vision, the Manchu Qing court had sent a large number of spies to Anhui. The "female bandit chieftain of the Manchu Qing bandit gang, Cixi", as the People's Party called her, once fantasized about obtaining accurate news of the People's Party through these spies. However, for every major piece of news, Cixi's source of intelligence was the notices posted by the People's Party inside Beijing city. After entering Anhui, the spies were like clay oxen entering the sea, vanishing without a trace. This couldn't help but make Cixi feel extremely dissatisfied.

In April, the People's Party claimed in a notice that because En Ming massacred the masses in the anti-foreign religion movement in Huoshan, Anhui, he owed a massive blood debt to the people. Therefore, the Anhui People's Government held a public trial for the "Huoshan Massacre Case" in Yingshan City. The result of the trial was sentencing the intentional murderer En Ming to death. And it was executed in public after the trial ended. At the end of the announcement, the People's Party informed En Ming's family that they could send people to Anhui to claim En Ming's body.

The arrogance displayed by the People's Party in the announcement left people dumbfounded. The dignified Governor of Anhui of the Great Qing, just for killing a few unruly commoners, paid with his own life. And he was publicly executed by the rebels after a public trial. That is to say, in this trial presided over by the rebels, En Ming was not treated as a court official, nor as a captive, but as a criminal. Quoting the content of the People's Party announcement, En Ming's identity during the trial was "criminal suspect".

Not only Cixi, but the entire Beijing court was frightened by this arrogant style of the People's Party. In the struggle between the two political forces of the Manchu Qing court and the rebel People's Party, if Manchu Qing officials refused to surrender to the People's Party after being captured and were killed as a result, they could still be counted as "martyred" loyal ministers. But because En Ming killed common people, he was executed after a public trial; this meant the People's Party was executing court officials in the name of the common people. The implication within this was vastly different. An official's life had to pay for a commoner's life; the government and the gentry cultural class absolutely could not accept this concept.

"Rites do not extend to commoners, punishments do not apply to officials." After obtaining an academic degree, one's status and position became that of a scholar-official, possessing various privileges granted by law. As for scholars becoming officials, officials possessed the power to dispose of common people arbitrarily. If a commoner wanted to sue an official, they first had to "roll on the nail board"—the whole person had to lie prone on a board covered with sharp steel nails, letting the steel nails pierce into the flesh. In such a painful and desperate situation, the commoner suing the official also needed to "recite the complaint without missing a word"; if one word was wrong, the lawsuit would not be accepted. After reciting the complaint, they still had to accept questioning while suffering from thousands of nails piercing their flesh. Even if successful, regardless of the final result of the lawsuit, the plaintiff would be exiled three thousand li after the trial ended. The "Case of Yang Naiwu and Little Cabbage", which had ended not long ago, was called a strange case partly because Yang Naiwu's sister dared to roll on the nail board.

En Ming killing "unruly commoners opposing foreign religions" was a completely reasonable and lawful practice in the Manchu Qing official circles. Even if not commended with great fanfare, it was something officials would nod and praise as "acceptable". But the People's Party didn't care about anything else; since En Ming killed common people, he had to pay with his life. If things were done according to the People's Party's way, what was the point of being an official? If the various factions within the Manchu Qing court originally had many attitudes towards the People's Party based on their own interests, after En Ming was publicly tried and executed, the court's attitude towards the People's Party only had two kinds left: fear and opposition from the bottom of their hearts.

If Cixi had some slight praise for Chen Ke before, after En Ming was publicly tried and executed, Cixi already understood that the Great Qing she controlled had encountered an opponent with whom compromise was absolutely impossible. The only choice left for the People's Party was thorough annihilation.

At this time, Cixi recalled Zhang Zhidong's suggestion a few months ago: "Destroy the People's Party first, then sweep away other rebel parties." An old minister was an old minister after all; the term "experienced and prudent in governing the country" could indeed be applied to Zhang Zhidong. So when the five ministers of the Grand Council knelt in unison before Cixi to pay respects, Cixi first let them rise, then ordered someone to bring a stool for Zhang Zhidong.

"What plans does the Grand Council have for extinguishing the Anhui rebels?" Cixi asked.

"Empress Dowager, Old Buddha, this slave has discussed with the Grand Council ministers, and we all believe we must exterminate the Anhui rebels first," Zaifeng replied. This royal youth already had an assignment walking in the Grand Council, and it looked like he might serve as a Grand Council Minister. Which of the other Grand Council ministers wasn't a shrewd person? So before being summoned by Cixi this time, they all actively let Zaifeng speak.

"Zhang Zhidong, what do you think?" Cixi didn't respond to Zaifeng's words but asked the minister she favored.

"Empress Dowager, Old Buddha, your subject believes that exterminating the Anhui rebels allows no delay." Zhang Zhidong's answer completely followed the general trend.

"Yuan Shikai, what do you think?" Seeing Zhang Zhidong's firm attitude, Cixi turned to ask the minister in the Grand Council who was most knowledgeable about military affairs.

"Empress Dowager, Old Buddha, your subject also believes we should immediately exterminate the Anhui rebels." Yuan Shikai answered the same way.

Cixi wasn't satisfied with such answers; she already knew the Grand Council's thoughts. She had made up her mind to exterminate the Anhui rebels, and this matter was immediately known by the court. The People's Party's attitude towards the gentry needed no embellishment; as long as the execution of En Ming was explained in depth, she believed gentry all over the country would understand what kind of stuff the People's Party was. And which Governor or Viceroy didn't have some human lives on their hands? By the People's Party's standard of executing En Ming, every one of these people could be killed. Before Cixi personally inquired about the ministers' stance and attitude, memorials requesting to thoroughly smash the Anhui rebels had already flown onto Cixi's desk like snowflakes. Just looking at the enthusiasm, the Manchu Qing court had achieved an unprecedented unity, which was extremely rare.

But what one wanted to do and what one could do were two completely different things. Not only was the Beiyang Army defeated, but the Nanyang New Army, with over ten thousand men besieging a hill guarded by over five hundred bandit troops of the People's Party, suffered three or four thousand casualties after a day of fierce attacks. In the end, not only did they fail to take the hill, but the People's Party eventually retreated unscathed. Cixi had already investigated this matter clearly. This wasn't because Cixi had magical powers to get such news. Duanfang, Zhang Xun, and Wang Youhong organizing the Zhejiang Assembly had offended many people. A large number of memorials unfavorable to the three of them stated their various "incompetence and dereliction of duty" very clearly.

After experiencing the Boxer Rebellion, Cixi's cognition of military affairs was much higher. The Great Qing's army was not good at fighting; Cixi knew this clearly in her heart. But why was the People's Party so brave and skillful in battle? Cixi felt full of anger just thinking about it.

"What do the gentlemen of the Grand Council plan to do?" Cixi asked coldly.

Neither Zhang Zhidong nor Yuan Shikai answered. It was Zaifeng who was young; he said excitedly, "Empress Dowager, Old Buddha, this slave thinks we should offer a high bounty for the heads of the rebel chieftains of the People's Party. The court should also send capable death soldiers; it will surely make the People's Party rebel chieftains live in constant fear."

Even though Cixi tried her best to cultivate Zaifeng, hearing such an absurd suggestion, Cixi couldn't help frowning slightly. Cixi had long lost confidence in the Great Qing royal clan, but she didn't expect this bunch to come up with such a trick. Assassination was easy to say, but was the court the only one who could conduct assassinations? The People's Party posting notices in provincial capitals, prefectural cities, and even the capital city everywhere was in a sense warning local governments that the People's Party had the ability to act in these places. The People's Party wasn't doing this now because the People's Party had a military advantage.

Revolutionaries everywhere had planned many assassination incidents against princes and nobles in the capital; it was only because these people had poor ability that they didn't succeed. Even so, the travel of court princes and high officials was already heavily guarded. If the court set a precedent for assassination, and the People's Party openly retaliated with assassination... Did Zaifeng think the capital wasn't chaotic enough!

Even so, Cixi couldn't criticize Zaifeng directly. Zaifeng was the person Cixi wanted to prop up, so she must save face for Zaifeng. Cixi said lightly, "There is no need for a bounty. A group of rebels is not worthy of our court personally offering a bounty. Naturally, people in the local areas will do such things."

The Grand Council ministers had all experienced the sea of officialdom; hearing Cixi's words, they knew what was going on. Yuan Shikai lowered his head, not daring to make a sound. Since Cixi couldn't accept Zaifeng's suggestion anymore, the next person to be questioned would inevitably be himself.

"Yuan Xiangcheng, can Beiyang really not defeat the People's Party's bandit army?" Just this form of address, Cixi's words could completely be described as ill-intentioned.

Yuan Shikai almost subconsciously wanted to kneel on the ground, but his legs only swayed slightly back and forth centered on the knee joints, and he steadied his figure. "Empress Dowager, Old Buddha, your subject has failed the Empress Dowager's expectations. The Anhui New Army was completely wiped out, the Hubei New Army was defeated again and again. The Anhui bandit army uses Hanyang-made weapons. The armaments made by the various Hanyang factories are all top quality, so the defeat of the Beiyang New Army is really due to insufficient troop strength compared to the bandit army. Ordinary equipment is similar to the bandit army. Moreover, the New Army was stationed by the Wo River; the Anhui rebels' troop ships captured from the Anhui Water Force and Hubei Water Force passed through unimpeded. There were large armies besieging the city on the outside, combined with fierce bombardment from gunboats on the water. Beiyang's troop strength and armaments were both inferior to the enemy, hence the great defeat."

Zhang Zhidong never expected Yuan Shikai to respond like this. Although analyzing the defeat of the Beiyang Third Division, the focus was actually on the Hubei New Army. But what Yuan Shikai said were all facts; even if it was somewhat twisting logic, it wasn't unreasonable pestering. Zhang Zhidong even somewhat admired Yuan Shikai's eloquence.

"Even if it is as Yuan Xiangcheng said, the rebels have good weapons. But the New Army has been prepared and trained for many years and is well-trained. Chen Ke and other rebels have only raised troops for a little over a year. Why do the various New Armies collapse at the first touch?" Cixi had no expression on her face, just asking indifferently.

"Reporting to Empress Dowager, Old Buddha. Chen Ke returned from overseas; as far as your subject knows, this person is very proficient in military affairs. As for the Anhui Yan-Chen bandit gang, Yan Fu was the chief instructor of the Beiyang Naval Academy and has unparalleled talent in naval affairs. The bandit gang's capable general Hua Xiongmao comes from a Military Graduate background. There is also Pu Guanshui, a traitor general who studied in Germany, assisting them. The court perhaps can afford to lose, but if the Anhui rebels lose once, they are doomed to destruction. Therefore, the Anhui rebels all fight for their lives. Thus, the morale of the rebels is better than the government troops, only because they live in a place of death. The Beiyang Third Division had never encountered an opponent and has always been proud and underestimated the enemy. As the saying goes, an arrogant army is bound to lose. So it is not strange that the encirclement and suppression failed." Although Yuan Shikai's words this time were shirking responsibility, what he spoke was entirely reasonable. Even if Chen Ke heard it, he would probably praise Yuan Shikai for indeed having some insight. Cixi was also a shrewd person; hearing these words, she could accept them.

"Yuan Shikai, do you have any solution?" Cixi finally dropped the mocking address "Yuan Xiangcheng".

Yuan Shikai immediately stood at attention, his body straightening perfectly. Not only was his military bearing strict, but his eyes stared straight at Cixi, "Empress Dowager, Old Buddha, your subject is willing to personally lead troops to exterminate the Anhui bandit gang. Beiyang will dispatch three divisions, joining forces with the Henan New Army, advancing separately from Henan and Jiangsu to attack together. The Jiangnan New Army has fought the rebels many times; with them dispatching troops this time, as long as they use troops cautiously and don't advance rashly, they can certainly hold their ground. While the Beiyang three divisions advance to suppress, even if we cannot win quickly, we can heavily damage the morale of the Anhui bandit army. Since the Anhui bandit army raised troops, they haven't tasted a single defeat. So now their arrogance is extremely heavy. The Beiyang New Army has just been defeated; if they fight the rebels again, they will certainly place themselves in the position of an army burning with righteous indignation. As the saying goes, an army burning with indignation is bound to win. As long as the Anhui rebels experience a few defeats, the bandit area will lose confidence in the rebels. At that time, mobilizing government troops from all places to suppress together, Empress Dowager, Old Buddha, can rest assured that the Anhui rebels will certainly be exterminated then."

Cixi listened seriously, pondered for a while but didn't give Yuan Shikai a reply. She turned her head to ask the other few people, "What thoughts do the Grand Council ministers have?"

Hearing that Yuan Shikai wanted to lead troops again, Zaifeng was already anxious. He hurriedly said, "Empress Dowager, mobilizing three divisions of Beiyang New Army is a major event; I still ask Empress Dowager, Old Buddha, to think thrice. Why not ask Minister of the Army Tie Liang first."

Cixi understood that Zaifeng and the Manchu Qing imperial clan behind him were absolutely unwilling to let Yuan Shikai hold military power again. She disapproved very much of Zaifeng's uncomposed behavior in her heart. Cixi's gaze skipped over Zaifeng and fell on Zhang Zhidong again. "Zhang Zhidong, what do you think?"

"Replying to Empress Dowager, Old Buddha, if Yuan Shikai is willing to lead troops, he is indeed an excellent candidate for commander." Zhang Zhidong replied.

"If Yuan Shikai leads the troops, it won't be in vain that he redeemed the two New Army units from Anhui." Cixi replied seemingly blandly.

"Empress Dowager, Old Buddha!" Yuan Shikai could no longer stand; he hurriedly knelt down. "Empress Dowager, your subject was also forced to do it."

"Yuan Shikai, you have done a favor for Chen Ke. He extorted you a bit and returned the people to you; this counts as repaying your favor. However, if I let you lead the troops, whether the officers and soldiers of the Third Division feel that the favor hasn't been fully repaid, that's not certain, right?" Having said this, a trace of a smile hung on the corner of Cixi's mouth.

"Empress Dowager, the reason your subject redeemed the people, firstly, is that the New Army officers and soldiers are indeed the elite of Beiyang. Secondly, these officers and soldiers absolutely have no thought of surrendering to the rebels. So once released, the officers and soldiers all came back. Your subject also ordered Duan Qirui and Wang Shizhen to investigate strictly. Among them, anyone who had involvement with the People's Party has been arrested and interrogated strictly..." There was uncontrollable fear in Yuan Shikai's voice.

Cixi interrupted Yuan Shikai's confession, "Wang Shizhen and Duan Qirui, these two people, I still trust. Yuan Shikai, you don't need to speak good words for them anymore. I know what you all mean. You may withdraw. Zaifeng, after you go out, summon Tie Liang to come in."
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As soon as Yuan Shikai returned to his residence, he immediately ordered people to send telegrams to Wang Shizhen and Duan Qirui, asking Duan Qirui to bring a few main officers back to Beijing to submit memorials admitting guilt. Wang Shizhen was, after all, still the Commander-in-Chief of Jiangbei, so he only needed to submit a memorial admitting guilt separately. After arranging these matters, Yuan Shikai ordered people to prepare simple luggage. He himself began to pick up a brush to write documents.

After writing, Yuan Shikai summoned the whole family to the main hall. Yuan Shikai had one wife and nine concubines in his life, who bore him a total of seventeen sons and fifteen daughters. In the anecdotes of Chen Ke recorded in later generations, Chen Ke saw Yuan Shikai's family situation and couldn't help sighing, "Truly a diligent man."

Yuan Shikai himself didn't have this realization of diligence. Facing the large family, he said loudly, "I asked you to come here today to tell you that I am very likely to dispatch troops this time. Once troops are dispatched, it's either I die or Chen Ke dies. I have already written my will. In case I die, just execute it according to the will."

"Master!" Yuan Shikai's First Concubine Shen Shi turned pale with fright. Shen Shi was a famous courtesan in Suzhou. When Yuan was down and out, she had financially supported him to seek official rank. Yuan Shikai swore never to let her down, and sure enough, after he rose to power, he took Shen Shi as a wife (concubine treated as wife). Because Yuan Shikai's principal wife Yu Shi was weak and incompetent and couldn't be presented in public, Yuan treated Shen Shi as the Madame and often took her to attend some diplomatic occasions.

Yuan Shikai looked at the flustered concubines, then looked at his sons and unmarried daughters, and waved his hand calmly, "You don't need to speak. It is fate that I met Chen Ke; there is no need to blame god or man for this matter. After I dispatch troops, none of you are allowed to leave the residence and walk around. If I die, you all move back to the old home for me. There is nothing else; you may withdraw."

After saying this, ignoring how surprised and astonished the Yuan family members were, Yuan Shikai got up and returned to the study. This family of over forty people never expected Yuan Shikai to be so cold before dispatching troops this time, and they all stayed where they were. First Concubine Shen Shi had always been favored by Yuan Shikai. Under the gaze of the whole family, she stood up quietly, first ordered the maid to prepare a pot of tea, and then Shen Shi personally carried the tea towards the study.

"Inform the Master that I am bringing him tea." Shen Shi didn't barge into the study but said to the personal soldiers guarding the door outside the study.

As soon as her voice fell, she heard Yuan Shikai say inside the study, "Come in."

Entering the study, Shen Shi carefully closed the door, placed the tray on the table, and then lowered her head to kneel gracefully in front of Yuan Shikai. When she raised her head, there were already tear stains on her pretty face. "Master, you scared me to death." Shen Shi choked with sobs, "Everything is fine, why did you talk about death?"

Pulling up his beloved First Concubine from the ground, Yuan Shikai gave a bitter smile, "You don't know, Chen Ke is extremely good at using troops. If I were in his place, facing the Third Division led by Wang Shizhen and Duan Qirui, I definitely couldn't have fought to that result."

"That Chen Ke really has a wolf's ambition. Master, you treated him well in vain!" Seeing Yuan Shikai speak so frighteningly, Shen Shi scolded Chen Ke while tears rolled down.

Yuan Shikai suddenly said in a low voice, "Er-niang (Second Mother), I have a matter for you to handle. If I am really killed by Chen Ke, you absolutely must not hold a grudge. If Chen Ke conquers the world, you must personally go to see Yan Fu or Chen Ke. Ask him, for the sake of our old friendship and the fact that I acted as a matchmaker for Chen Ke, to be lenient to our Yuan family."

"Master!" Shen Shi never expected Yuan Shikai to make such an arrangement, and for a moment she was so astonished she even forgot to cry.

Yuan Shikai held Shen Shi's hand and said solemnly, "This matter concerns the lives of our Yuan family. Er-niang, although you didn't bear any offspring for our Yuan family, these children usually call you their own mother. None of them are capable; I can only rest assured if this matter is handed over to you. I killed many people in my life and made many enemies. There are already many people in the court who want to be disadvantageous to our Yuan family. If I die, you let the older children go overseas. If the young children can't leave, let them all return to the old home in Xiangcheng. I entrust them to you."

"Master, you are wise and martial; how could you lose to a few rebels!" Shen Shi's mind was in chaos, and she could only say this generally.

"Blue comes from indigo but is bluer than indigo (the student surpasses the master). If one of our Yuan family's children could be like Chen Ke, I wouldn't be afraid of anything even if I died." Yuan Shikai sighed. This was his heartfelt word. After letting First Concubine Shen Shi go out, Yuan Shikai sat in his seat and recalled his interactions with Chen Ke. Now he had long forgotten Chen Ke's appearance; the two had only met casually once or twice. No matter how he recalled the situation at that time, Yuan Shikai couldn't think of any special performance by Chen Ke. But this kind of hiding one's light under a bushel met with Yuan Shikai's approval. Yuan Shikai had seen too many self-righteous youths; when they had no status, these youths always tried to prove their "greatness" to those with status. Chen Ke's performance at that time seemed truly great now.

"What is Chen Ke like now?" Yuan Shikai asked himself silently. He saw the danger of this troop dispatch very clearly. Apart from Yuan Shikai himself, there were no talents in the Manchu Qing court capable of commanding the three divisions of the Beiyang New Army. Since Empress Dowager Cixi decided to eliminate the People's Party, she could only send Yuan Shikai to lead the troops. If adding Wang Shizhen and Duan Qirui plus the Henan New Army, this amounted to fifty thousand New Army troops. In the various intelligence collected by the Qing court, it was generally reported that the People's Party troops were no more than twenty-something thousand. Fifty thousand against twenty thousand, the victory of the Beiyang Army should be extremely probable.

However, war is dangerous. When the Beiyang Third Division and Jiangbei New Army attacked Anhui, no one thought they would encounter such a huge defeat. In case Yuan Shikai was defeated this time, only two New Army divisions would remain in the North. A total force of over twenty thousand men was insufficient even for self-protection. And with the prestige of defeating the three Beiyang divisions, no one in the world would dare to be an enemy of the People's Party anymore. At that time, where Chen Ke's military edge pointed...

"Hmph!" Yuan Shikai suddenly sneered. It wouldn't do for him not to dispatch troops either. Cixi was getting old, and Jiangsu had started a parliament; the title of Constitutional New Policy had already been snatched away. The constitutional situation led by Yuan Shikai had undergone tremendous changes. Many people who originally pursued constitutionalism had already adopted a wait-and-see attitude. With the situation at this point, Yuan Shikai remaining in Beijing would be seeking his own destruction.

What if he made a private deal with Chen Ke? It wasn't that Yuan Shikai hadn't had such a thought, but En Ming's end had proved that Chen Ke would absolutely not let go of an official known as a "butcher of the people" like Yuan Shikai. Chen Ke had some remnants of the former Boxers under his command. To buy the hearts of the people in Lu'an and Huoshan, Anhui, Chen Ke killed En Ming. Then to buy the hearts of the people in Hebei and Shandong, Yuan Shikai's head was undoubtedly the best thing.

"Chen Ke, let's see who can laugh last." Yuan Shikai made up his mind.

On July 1, 1908, Duan Qirui returned to the gate of the Beijing Ministry of War with the main officers of the Beiyang Third Division tied up. The Ministry of War immediately imprisoned these defeated generals. Among them was Cavalry Commander Sun Yongsheng. Sun Yongsheng had had a particularly hard time in the Beiyang Army these days. Many people who saw Sun Yongsheng would call him "Sun Aunt-husband" with a slight teasing tone. Because the People's Party treated captives well, it was hard to say there was too much malice in this form of address.

As a defeated general, Sun Yongsheng met his niece He Ying and niece-in-law (relative) Chen Ke for the first time in the POW camp. Although before dispatching troops, Sun Yongsheng had vowed to cut off Chen Ke's head, when he saw Chen Ke coming towards his sickbed surrounded by guards with loaded guns, what Sun Yongsheng felt first was a fear from the bottom of his heart.

As a soldier, Sun Yongsheng could feel the true coercion from Chen Ke. That was the feeling unique to people who didn't care about killing. Although there was also a polite smile on Chen Ke's square face, this smile was the kindness of a man-eating tiger. Sun Yongsheng had experienced the most tragic battles between the People's Party and the Beiyang Army. Whether it was the machine gun positions mowing down swathes of Beiyang cavalry like cutting wheat, or the fierce shelling from warships on the river, as well as the burning cities and the storm-like shooting of thousands of People's Party infantry on the city walls. Every time Sun Yongsheng thought of it, he felt fear. The creator of this Beiyang Army nightmare was Chen Ke. It was impossible for Sun Yongsheng not to fear Chen Ke.

Returning to Xuzhou with the Beiyang officers and soldiers, Beiyang had no warhorses, so Sun Yongsheng's position as Cavalry Commander became a thorough sinecure. Sun Yongsheng didn't complain, nor did he volunteer; he just honestly obeyed orders from above. Returning to Beijing with Duan Qirui to admit guilt, Sun Yongsheng also obeyed the order silently. After the Third Division officers were thrown into jail, Sun Yongsheng sat quietly in the corner listening to the uneasy low discussions of other comrades-in-arms. What he thought of was his wife He Qian. Sun Yongsheng regretted a bit; if he had listened to He Qian's suggestion and not participated in the troop dispatch, he certainly wouldn't have fallen to today's state. But he just refused to listen and even took He Qian's advice as malice. It wasn't until He Qian personally went to Anhui to save him that Sun Yongsheng knew at the time how the People's Party would deal with these officer captives. Seeing his wife He Qian's face thinned by the rush, Sun Yongsheng suddenly felt he had a true sense of security. He Qian even returned to Beijing before Sun Yongsheng was released. Sun Yongsheng really wanted to apologize to He Qian after returning home, or at least pour He Qian a cup of tea.

Cixi didn't plan to pursue the responsibility for the Third Division's defeat. On July 3, all officers were released from jail. The Ministry of War ordered these officers to stay in a military camp to await questioning. The characteristic of lax discipline in the Manchu Qing army appeared immediately. That night, except for Duan Qirui, the officers with homes in Beijing all sneaked away completely. Having managed to survive with difficulty, everyone wanted to go home and reunite with their families.

Sun Yongsheng naturally couldn't stay in the military camp. He ran home in the dark. When he knocked open the door of his home, Sun Yongsheng saw that it was actually his father who opened the door. His tears flowed down with a splash. As soon as he entered the door and closed it, Sun Yongsheng only shouted "Dad!" and knelt down to his father.

The joy of the Sun family could be imagined. Sun Yongsheng escaped death and arrived home safely. Sun Yongsheng's parents finally put their hearts back in their stomachs. Sun Yongsheng's mother cried like a tearful person. Although Father Sun wasn't so excited, his face was also full of smiles. He Qian had thinned a lot; seeing Sun Yongsheng return, she sat close to Sun Yongsheng, her face also full of smiles.

However, the reunion couldn't be too long. Although no one cared if he ran home at night, he had to return to the military camp in the morning. The Sun parents let He Qian go to sleep first, and they called Sun Yongsheng into their own room. Old Man Sun gave a rough introduction to the recent situation. Ever since the People's Party publicly executed En Ming, the court was preparing to dispatch troops again and was determined to exterminate the Anhui rebels.

Sun Yongsheng no longer had the high spirits of the last time. He lowered his head and said, "Dad, this time I want to claim illness."

"Claim illness?" Sun Yongsheng's father sneered. "If you claimed illness last time, it would have been fine. This time the court has made such a determination. If you claim illness at this time, are you preparing to let the Sun family die without a burial place?"

"This?" Sun Yongsheng was somewhat puzzled.

Father Sun felt extremely dissatisfied with his son's political immaturity. "Yongsheng, last time you claimed illness, it could be said to be avoiding suspicion. If you claim illness this time, others will say you are fleeing before the battle! Empress Dowager Old Buddha has made up her mind. Those who want to show loyalty, or those who want to make trouble for Lord Yuan, are all holding back their strength. If you claim illness at this time, isn't it seeking death?"

Sun Yongsheng only felt a burst of cold sweat on his back. He nodded hurriedly, "Dad, I know. I definitely won't talk nonsense."

"Not talking may not necessarily get you through this pass. It's not just you; the Sun family has bad luck. Getting stuck with the He family's daughter. Yongsheng, don't want this wife anymore. We are unlucky." Father Sun said with a heavy tone.

Sun Yongsheng was quite unhappy with his father's words, but he absolutely couldn't say his father was wrong. He lowered his head and remained silent, only to hear Old Man Sun say, "Yongsheng, go see your wife. Leave after seeing her. Never let others catch a handle on you; our family can't withstand this anymore."

Seeing Sun Yongsheng enter the room, He Qian stepped forward and hugged Sun Yongsheng, tears already flowing out. "Yongsheng, it's good that you are okay!" He Qian said crying.

"You... you've worked hard." Sun Yongsheng hugged his wife, but couldn't say a single word of what he had originally thought of.

He Qian cried for a while before letting go of Sun Yongsheng. "Yongsheng, go back to the military camp quickly. Absolutely don't come back these days. If the court asks you to dispatch troops, you dispatch troops. Don't say anything; absolutely don't let people catch a handle!"

His wife's instructions made Sun Yongsheng feel overwhelmed with emotion. "Madame, you are so good to me!"

Hearing these intimate words, He Qian's eyes reddened, and tears flowed down again. She said in a low voice, "Yongsheng, we are husband and wife; it is right for me to be good to you. Yongsheng, you must take good care of yourself this time. Absolutely don't act on impulse and let people use you as a knife. The People's Party doesn't kill indiscriminately. If it comes to a critical moment, you must prioritize yourself."

If he heard this before, Sun Yongsheng would immediately fly into a rage. Crawling back from the death line this time, Sun Yongsheng finally knew the value of life. He nodded and said, "Rest assured."

He Qian walked Sun Yongsheng out of the room door but didn't walk him to the main gate. At the main gate was Father Sun. Seeing his son leaving, the old man couldn't bear it in his heart but didn't keep him longer. He said to Sun Yongsheng again, "Yongsheng, don't want this wife anymore. With her here, our Sun family will have to die with her. For the sake of our Sun family, when you come back, we will find you another wife."

Sun Yongsheng wasn't satisfied with his father's view in his heart, but this wasn't the time to argue. He only said, "Dad, you and Mom take care." Then he left the house.

Along the way, recalling his wife's tenderness and reasonableness, Sun Yongsheng felt warm in his heart. However, an uneasy feeling unknowingly began to become intense. Although feeling uneasy, Sun Yongsheng dared not think of the reason. Until approaching the camp gate, Sun Yongsheng couldn't endure it anymore. Recalling his father's words twice, Sun Yongsheng shuddered greatly. "Don't want your wife anymore," his father's words echoed repeatedly in Sun Yongsheng's heart.

Did his parents prepare to divorce He Qian on their own initiative? Sun Yongsheng thought. But if Sun Yongsheng didn't write a divorce letter, this matter wouldn't be easy to handle. At most, they would just drive He Qian out of the house. And He Qian still had relatives in Tianjin; presumably, He Qian still had a maiden home to return to. Even if his parents did so, he could just take He Qian back when the time came. Sun Yongsheng thought. Moreover, with his salary, it wouldn't be difficult to buy a house and live together with He Qian.

Despite making the "worst plan", Sun Yongsheng's feeling of uneasiness showed no sign of subsiding. To put himself at ease, Sun Yongsheng hurried into the military camp.

"Yo, Sun Aunt-husband came back so early?" A nonlocal officer in the same room joked.

If it were in the past, Sun Yongsheng would have retorted a few sentences. This time, with an ashen face, he didn't even take off his clothes. He lay on the bed and pulled the quilt to cover his head. Perhaps because of the echo in the quilt, Sun Yongsheng could clearly hear the thumping sound of his own heart beating. He desperately excluded all thoughts from his mind. Under this peculiar agitated emotion, sleep actually became Sun Yongsheng's refuge, and he fell asleep before long. However, the dreamscape was completely uncontrolled by Sun Yongsheng's rationality. In Sun Yongsheng's dream, He Qian was terrified in pitch-black darkness, and then a bright knife stabbed ruthlessly into He Qian's chest. Sun Yongsheng's body trembled violently; he let out a groan of unclear meaning and woke up with a start.

At this time, the sky outside the window was pitch black. This low groan slightly disturbed the sleep of the officers in the same room. Sun Yongsheng heard one or two officers mutter something, and then amidst deep breathing and slight snoring, they fell asleep again quickly. Sun Yongsheng curled up into a ball on the bed, trembling, and never fell asleep again.

Sun Yongsheng followed the advice of his father and He Qian and never went home again. By July 8, the court ordered the officers of the Third Division to return to Xuzhou quickly to "atone for crimes with meritorious service". On July 9, when boarding the train, the officers in the same carriage looked at Sun Yongsheng with a very strange meaning in their eyes. When the train left Beijing, an officer who usually had a good relationship with Sun Yongsheng secretly took Sun Yongsheng to a corner and whispered to him, "Brother Sun, they all say your wife died. Don't know if it's true."

What surprised this officer was that hearing this news, Sun Yongsheng didn't show the surprise of hearing unexpected news. Sun Yongsheng just widened his eyes, and then the tough man suddenly covered his face and wailed loudly.

It wasn't just the officers of the Third Division going out this time. The newly appointed Viceroy of Huguang, Chen Kuilong, also embarked on the road to assume office extremely reluctantly. This Lord was originally appointed as Viceroy of Sichuan after Zhao Erxun was transferred from Viceroy of Sichuan to Viceroy of Huguang. As a result, Chen Kuilong's wife, Madame Xu, was the "adopted daughter" of Prince Qing Yikuang's Primary Consort. Madame Xu felt that the journey to Sichuan was far away and was unwilling to take office. So she persuaded Prince Qing Yikuang to let Chen Kuilong become the Viceroy of Huguang. The result of this maneuvering really took effect. Because Sichuan was becoming more chaotic by the day, the court originally intended to let Zhao Erxun, who dealt with rebels with an iron fist, return to Sichuan. Chen Kuilong had maneuvered before and greeted various factions in the court. When others were unwilling to take the hot potato of Viceroy of Huguang, Chen Kuilong was appointed as Viceroy of Huguang.

Now Madame Xu panicked. She went to beg her godmother, the Primary Consort of Prince Qing Yikuang. Prince Qing Yikuang told Madame Xu clearly that when seeking the official position for Chen Kuilong back then, the lobbying had reached Empress Dowager Cixi Old Buddha. The Old Buddha approved this matter. Now letting Chen Kuilong take office was ordered by the Old Buddha; this absolutely could not be declined.

Madame Xu knew it couldn't be declined, but she was also unwilling to let her husband Chen Kuilong go to Hubei to die. So Chen Kuilong used the traditional method of "claiming illness". At present, when Zhao Erxun had already hurriedly dumped Wuhan and run all the way to Sichuan, the position of Viceroy of Huguang was actually vacant.

Cixi didn't fly into a rage. She just called Prince Qing Yikuang over and asked if Yikuang should send some medicine to Chen Kuilong. Prince Qing Yikuang wasn't a fool; he immediately rushed to Chen Kuilong and scolded him severely. Chen Kuilong had to hurry to take office. Thinking on the train that life and death were unpredictable after going to Wuhan, Chen Kuilong's wife Madame Xu couldn't help hugging the only beloved daughter of her and Chen Kuilong, crying like a tearful person too.

The Manchu Qing court mobilized officials and troops; a new great war was already on the verge of breaking out.
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"If not for Chairman Chen!" This was no longer a flattery of the People's Party, but a solid belief. After the Second Counter-Encirclement Campaign, the People's Party's confidence reached an unprecedented height. Comrades simply didn't think the Manchu Qing or Beiyang had anything left to fear. It wasn't until Chen Ke went to the Dabie Mountain area to start grassroots work and handed over the entire work of the Base Area to the Party Central Committee that the comrades personally leading the Base Area—almost every Politburo member or Standing Committee member—discovered something they should have discovered long ago: even if Anhui was only a small piece on the map, this small piece was still an unknown world to them.

When Chen Ke presided over the work at the center, everyone could ask Chen Ke various questions. Although Chen Ke often had to work all night to solve problems or come up with answers that could convince the comrades, Chen Ke working all night alone could at least solve the problems. The comrades of the Party Central Committee working all night often couldn't solve the problems.

In the early stage of the revolution, comrades thought Chen Ke was a thorough returned student; many even thought Chen Ke was born and raised overseas. By mid-July 1908, this view had undergone a major change. Comrades in the center believed that Chen Ke likely only went abroad for an extremely short time, and the rest of the time was spent traveling throughout the country. Otherwise, how could Chen Ke have such a profound understanding of China?

Yuan Shikai was about to command the forces of three Beiyang divisions to go south and attack the Base Area. Adding other troops, the total force would reach fifty thousand. The People's Party's original twenty thousand troops had ten thousand demobilized. Only ten thousand remained. At this critical period, Chen Ke led a large force of thirty thousand new recruits back to the Fengtai County Base Area from the Dabie Mountain area. The regular field army was instantly organized from ten thousand into a force of two divisions totaling forty thousand men. And the more than ten thousand demobilized personnel, as the main force of militia units everywhere, were quickly organized into a transport force of sixty thousand militiamen.

The military strength of the Base Area turned into an establishment of one hundred thousand men in a short time, double the sum of the Beiyang troops that would invade the Base Area in the future. The original panic vanished like smoke; the cognition of thoroughly overwhelming the Beiyang Army and winning the Third Counter-Encirclement Campaign became the mainstream thought of the center.

However, after Chen Ke returned, a "rumor" appeared in the Base Area that made most party members extremely angry. The rumor said that the purpose of Chen Ke bringing troops back was to see his wife give birth. This was a difficult issue to defend against; not long after Chen Ke returned, on July 27, Chen Ke's daughter was born. The "rumor" was also quite capable of advancing with the times; the circulated content immediately changed to "Chairman Chen saw it was a daughter, so he continued to work."

Chen Ke repeatedly said within the Party, "Don't be afraid of being scolded; our People's Party grew up amidst scolding!" But the one being attacked like this was the respected Chairman Chen Ke within the Party. Saying Chen Ke prioritized private matters was clearly not "scolding" but a rumor full of malice. Even comrades with relatively broad minds couldn't help burning with anger upon hearing such news.

Although the People's Party couldn't be said to "preserve heavenly principles and extinguish human desires", it wouldn't allow cadres to run home to see their wives without asking for leave either. And in the People's Party's policies, liberating women and protecting the legal interests of women and children were key. Female infants and girls were quite protected. These two rumors, especially the latter one, were felt by many keen comrades to be a vigorous attack on the "Protection of Women and Children Act" recently promoted in the Base Area.

In this era, infanticide was common in every place. Old Commander Zhu clearly recorded in his article "Recalling My Mother": "Mother gave birth to thirteen children in total. Because the family was poor and couldn't raise them all, only eight were left; those born later were forced to be drowned. What a painful, sorrowful, and helpless thing this was in Mother's heart! Mother raised eight children to adulthood single-handedly. But most of her time was occupied by housework and farming; she couldn't take much care of the children and had to let them crawl in the fields."

As a poor place, Anhui naturally couldn't be different from others. Before the People's Party's management entered the grassroots, the problem of infanticide was very common. In the early stage of work, People's Party comrades lacked experience; they decided to pay money to buy newborn infants prepared to be drowned from the masses. The young comrades, including Chen Ke, immediately encountered a result that confused them extremely. It was rumored everywhere that the People's Party was "acquiring infants", so the market price of infants and young children in Anhui skyrocketed to an astonishing level for a time.

With "supply and demand", many people immediately turned the nature of having children into a "transaction". In the case where the buyer was the People's Party government with seemingly unlimited financial power, as the seller, they naturally had to raise the price to a sufficient height.

This "infant trafficking" disturbance, which gave young revolutionaries a profound lesson, finally ended with the People's Party strictly banning human trafficking and conducting large-scale executions of various human traffickers. After executing all found traffickers, the People's Party notified the Base Area that if there were children they didn't want to raise, send them to the government; the government had the obligation to raise children without labor ability.

The compassion of the People's Party's young comrades, detached from the actual situation, met with a shameful failure. This was one of the few things where Chen Ke announced that the People's Party's train of thought was wrong. A considerable part of the people would rather drown the children or let the children starve to death than let the government get custody of the children, to prove that they were unqualified parents.

The indignant young cadres supported the implementation of the "Protection of Women and Children Act" with redoubled enthusiasm. In this law, the government had the right to intervene in people's family life. It had the right to adopt necessary measures to deprive parents of custody. Especially regarding the protection of female infants and girls, Chen Ke even said publicly at the Party Committee meeting: "If I have to choose whom to save between an adult and a child, I will definitely choose to save the child. If choosing between a boy and a girl, I will definitely choose the girl."

In the movement of forcefully promoting the liberation of productive forces in the Base Area, female labor force was naturally the most potential part. This also encountered opposition from the populace for the first time. So the rumors targeting Chen Ke made the young comrades, who already had strong antagonistic psychology in these aspects, even more vigilant.

However, with a formidable enemy ahead, comrades with work experience all believed not to artificially intensify conflicts. Just enduring this breath for now would be fine. But quite a few comrades kept a black account in their hearts, preparing to settle this account properly after dealing with the Beiyang Army.

As the initiator, Chen Ke wasn't that excited. In the life circle of this 21st-century urban youth, having a girl was not a sorrowful thing at all. The brothers and sisters around Chen Ke generally thought, "You have two daughters, you are dying of happiness." Because the key point of the revolution faced in 1908 was liberating women, Chen Ke had never dared to speak his true thoughts.

The matriarchal system was maintained for tens of thousands of years. Even with the development of productive forces and technology, in the thousands of years of the patriarchal system establishment, women's say in the upper strata of the ruling class was still very large. The existence of Cixi now was one of the proofs. As for after the productive forces continued to develop, under the Party's promotion, women obtained complete labor rights and financial rights. Women relied on their innate characteristics of enduring patience and their instinctive pursuit of family, leading to the internal power of the family being mastered in women's hands. Although the restoration of matriarchal society was unlikely for the time being, the trend of women gaining family dominance was almost irreversible.

This future-based view wasn't suitable for propaganda right now, so Chen Ke could only remain silent about it.

War couldn't be started with just a command; the People's Party placed the most importance on preparatory work. Two years of revolutionary work experience was "As long as preparation is insufficient, the chain can drop at any time." Military organization, training, and political work were all absolutely indispensable.

After the youths from the Dabie Mountain area joined the revolutionary army, special arrangements had to be made for them due to their numbers. First of all, organization completely mixing up the sources couldn't be implemented. The ultimate goal of the People's Party's military work was "enlisting from different places, scattering the organization." Relatives were not allowed to exist in a unit as much as possible. No matter how advanced the revolutionary theory was, this was a summary from later days. For the creature called human, pursuing a familiar environment and being with familiar people as much as possible was a universal instinct.

Therefore, various units were first divided by region; for example, youths from one village were prioritized to be arranged together. Reliable personnel selected from them served as deputy commanders. The principal positions and political commissars were served by members of the old units that had finished reorganization. In this way, while ensuring no problems in combat command, new soldiers could also familiarize themselves with the organizational system of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army as soon as possible.

One veteran leading three recruits; this was also a relatively reasonable method. Dealing with the Beiyang Army, especially the large number of Beiyang troops, actually didn't require such elite warriors. As long as the People's Army's operations had no problems, Beiyang's quantity was actually Beiyang's disadvantage.

Starting from July 18, the People's Party's large-scale new recruit formation and training began to be executed. Since Chen Ke was sitting in the center, even actions of sharpening the spear before battle still made the comrades very reassured.

And Yuan Shikai finally obtained a new official position on July 22. He was removed from the position of Grand Council Minister and transferred to the post of Governor of Henan. At the same time, he served as the supreme commander of the punitive army. Cixi didn't give Yuan Shikai the power to intervene in Jiangsu. Since he was the Governor of Henan, Yuan Shikai naturally used the Beijing-Hankou Railway to transport troops and launched the attack on the People's Party from the Henan direction.

Yuan Shikai didn't shrink back either. After arriving in Zhengzhou first on August 10, he summoned Duan Qirui and Wang Shizhen to Zhengzhou for a meeting. A new command center was quickly established.

"Lord Yuan, are you really prepared to fight to the death with Chen Ke?" Wang Shizhen asked Yuan Shikai privately.

"It's not that I want to fight to the death with Chen Ke, but Chen Ke wants to fight to the death with me," Yuan Shikai replied.

Such a meaningful answer left Wang Shizhen speechless for the moment. Yuan Shikai writing a will and even arranging funeral affairs before dispatching troops had spread widely in official circles. Wang Shizhen once thought Yuan Shikai was really too rash. After such a simple dialogue, Wang Shizhen realized that Yuan Shikai had very effectively deceived everyone.
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Based on Wang Shizhen's understanding of Yuan Shikai, he didn't think Yuan Shikai was essentially a treacherous person. Although Yuan Shikai's methods were tough, Yuan Shikai was a man of action. In this respect, he exceeded other Manchu Qing officials a hundredfold. As for the tricks he had to adopt, that was because the other party only understood such tricks, or rather, the other party only bought such tricks. As Yuan Shikai's "Dragon Eye", Wang Shizhen bore most of the work of proposing various political maneuvers.

"Lord Yuan, if Chen Ke doesn't fight to the death with our Beiyang, they will undoubtedly die." Wang Shizhen hoped to understand Yuan Shikai's true thoughts. These days, Wang Shizhen had been striving to study the defects of the People's Party. The training and coordination of the People's Party troops were superior to the Beiyang Army; Wang Shizhen was certain of this. Then the only weakness was that compared to the entire national power of the Manchu Qing, Anhui was at a disadvantage. However, Wang Shizhen absolutely didn't believe the Manchu Qing really had the ability to gather the power of the whole country to deal with Anhui. The only one capable of a decisive battle with Chen Ke was Beiyang. And the only one capable of commanding the Beiyang Army was Yuan Shikai. So Wang Shizhen wasn't optimistic about this military action. He continued:

"Lord Yuan, it is called encirclement and suppression, but actually, it's just our Beiyang family. If Chen Ke fights to the death (fish dies and net breaks), I'm afraid the Beiyang Army will also suffer heavy casualties."

Although Yuan Shikai hadn't participated in actual combat, this didn't mean Yuan Shikai didn't know Beiyang's own affairs. He laughed, "Pinqing, can we advance troops into Anhui in the short term?"

"Absolutely not," Wang Shizhen replied immediately.

Yuan Shikai continued to ask, "If Chen Ke wants to fight me desperately, he has to send troops out. Do you think Chen Ke will take the initiative to send troops?"

"Of course not," Wang Shizhen answered decisively as before.

Wang Shizhen's serious attitude made Yuan Shikai smile, "So, I say it's not that I want to fight Chen Ke to the death, but Chen Ke wants to fight me to the death. We just need to be prepared to fight Chen Ke to the death. If Chen Ke shrinks back like a turtle and doesn't come out, we listen for intelligence and advance gradually, leaving Chen Ke no opportunity to take advantage of."

"This person Chen Ke is treacherous and cunning; he will certainly come up with various schemes." Wang Shizhen thought Yuan Shikai was being a bit too overconfident. Even if the troop strength of the Beiyang Army exceeded the People's Party by a lot, this might not have reached the quantity to guarantee victory.

Seeing Wang Shizhen still confining his gaze to the military battlefield, Yuan Shikai felt slightly regretful. "Pinqing, if Chen Ke were a man who only knew how to fight wars, he wouldn't have lived till now."

Wang Shizhen didn't agree with Yuan Shikai's hint, "Lord Yuan, apart from being able to call the wind and summon the rain in Anhui, Chen Ke can hardly move a single step in other places."

"Pinqing, we have all underestimated Chen Ke; this kid is cunning. If dealing with our Beiyang, he might only be able to fight hard, but dealing with the court, I really don't think highly of those people in the court." Speaking of this, Yuan Shikai laughed: "Since things have come to this, letting Chen Ke give us a surprise isn't bad either."

Before Chen Ke returned from Lu'an with the large force, the comrades thought they would see a jubilant Chen Ke. But when they really saw Chen Ke, quite a few felt somewhat disappointed. Chen Ke had obviously changed, but the Chen Ke who used to have some "airs" had become more ordinary. Even walking at the front of the team, Chen Ke no longer stood out at a glance like before. Because they had been apart for several months, the contrast effect was very obvious. The previous faint arrogance, as well as the indifference and sharpness from the bottom of his heart, had disappeared a lot from Chen Ke. The current Chen Ke gave people more tolerance and sincerity, even making people feel a kind of warmth. A bit like a big brother next door. Although possessing this warmth and tolerance, Chen Ke's originally young appearance looked even younger.

Military aspects no longer needed Chen Ke to arrange every detail. After reorganization, the troops left were all outstanding officers and soldiers, working more effectively. After assigning work, Chen Ke first went home to see his wife who was about to give birth. This kind of action was something Chen Ke would never have done so naturally before. In a sense, humanity seemed to have revived in Chen Ke. That sharp and tough young man seemed to have suddenly turned into an adult.

However, the comrades' anxiety couldn't possibly disappear because of Chen Ke's change. No one could treat the attack of fifty thousand Beiyang troops as a joke. According to the last military plan, "Strengthen the walls and clear the fields, lure the enemy deep". The Military Commission produced a simulated plan.

When Chen Ke finished reading the plan, he raised his head and replied with a clear voice: "Let's try using political methods to solve this problem first."

"Political methods?" The comrades very much doubted if they heard wrong. Did the People's Party still have any means of political solution to the conflict with the Manchu Qing?

"Who is the driving force behind the Beiyang Army this time?" Chen Ke asked.

"Cixi." "Yuan Shikai." Two answers were issued almost simultaneously. However, the comrades who proposed "Yuan Shikai" quickly realized their consideration was ill-conceived and hurriedly corrected themselves one after another, "It's Cixi."

"What if Cixi dies? With Yuan Shikai holding heavy troops outside, the end of the Manchu Qing will arrive," Chen Ke answered simply.

The Party Committee had discussed negotiations with Yuan Shikai last time. Cixi and the Imperial Clan were the biggest rivals for Yuan Shikai. If Cixi died, Yuan Shikai indeed had no reason to continue attacking the Base Area. But could political means kill Cixi? In the current Manchu Qing, no person or political faction had the ability to execute Cixi.

Seeing the astonished looks of the comrades, Chen Ke smiled, "I can only try. Write a notice first, then write a pamphlet. Maybe Cixi will die after reading it?"

Is Chairman Chen sick? Comrades exchanged looks with each other. Hua Xiongmao had confidence in Chen Ke, "Chairman Chen, are you preparing to imitate Zhuge Liang cursing Wang Lang to death?"

"Wang Lang still had a sense of shame; would Cixi feel ashamed?" Chen Ke asked strangely. "This old lady didn't die of shame when she fled to Xi'an to eat mutton soup with bread while the Eight-Nation Alliance fought into Beijing. Do you expect her to have such a thing as a sense of shame?"

"Then how to write this notice and pamphlet?" Yan Fu asked. He worried Chen Ke would make an issue of dirty palace scandals. The old handsome man Yan Fu made up his mind; if Chen Ke wanted to write like that, he would stop it no matter what.

"Tell the truth, of course," seeing Yan Fu's serious look, Chen Ke couldn't help laughing out loud. "I see that comrades in our People's Party are not good at telling lies; let's play to our strengths and tell the truth."

Qi Huishen frowned and asked, "Chairman Chen, that means during war preparations, you won't participate in military affairs but lead the formation of a writing team?"

Chen Ke nodded, "Regarding military training, I think comrades can definitely do very well. In terms of politics, the new comrades from Dabie Mountain joined the army and came outside the mountains to defend the fruits of the revolution; we must lead them on the right path. Don't blindly emphasize the significance of the revolution to the whole country; first explain clearly how the revolution can save everyone themselves. Absolutely, absolutely don't engage in grand ideals. I think, seeking truth from facts, grand ideals can easily be misled into becoming high officials and getting rich for these simple comrades living hard lives. Our People's Party doesn't preach this anyway."

Comrades nodded one after another. Everyone felt a bit strange in their hearts. In the past, when Chen Ke talked about these slightly dark things, he usually carried sharp sarcasm. But this time, he used an open and earnest teaching attitude. Although comrades weren't quite used to it, it was obviously easier to accept Chen Ke's attitude. At least Chen Ke admitted that selfishness and wrong attitudes were common mistakes, instead of demanding all comrades resolutely not have such mistakes with a nitpicking attitude.

"Chairman Chen, if we want to politically solve Cixi, is it possible to politically solve Yuan Shikai? For example, spreading some theories about Yuan Shikai being a threat?" Hua Xiongmao asked.

"Cixi is not petty-minded. Since she dared to release Yuan Shikai, someone must have mentioned this Yuan Shikai threat theory long ago. We don't need to waste this useless effort," Chen Ke replied.

Quite a few comrades looked at Hua Xiongmao with teasing eyes. Hua Xiongmao stuck out his tongue and made a nonchalant grimace, then sat back in his seat.

Since the division of labor was decided, Chen Ke, Yan Fu, Feng Xu, and Shen Zengzhi formed a writing group and began the work of "politically solving" Cixi.

Cixi indeed didn't have any suspicion about the "Yuan Shikai threat theory". Countless people publicly cursed Yuan Shikai as a living Cao Cao. If Cixi really believed this, she would have eliminated Yuan Shikai long ago. For a person proficient in political power tactics like her, subordinates must have ability and loyalty. If an official didn't have much ability nor was loyal, Cixi wouldn't say she couldn't tolerate this person. As long as this guy could be a shit-stirrer at critical moments, Cixi would also give opportunities and policies.

A prime minister's belly can hold a boat; if one cannot tolerate all kinds of people, it won't work. A poisonous snake also has the use of guarding treasures. There are no unusable people in the world, only people who cannot use others. Cixi firmly believed this.

But Cixi wasn't a nice person without a bottom line. For her bottom line, subjects absolutely couldn't have the ability to complete political operations independently; the monarch must be the leader and controller. Once politics could operate smoothly without the monarch's interference, what was the use of the monarch? Being a woman in the palace, Cixi couldn't leave the palace at will. Naturally, she couldn't have a huge range of activities like a male monarch. So mixing sand (diluting power) and using factional conflicts were Cixi's masterpieces. Personnel power meant she could make things operate un-smoothly; pulling one faction to hit another faction was to balance the two factions fighting for interests, not to let one faction become dominant.

Now Cixi was very clear that the current priority was to destroy the Manchu Qing's greatest enemy, the People's Party. Regarding the various slanders of the Imperial Clan Party, Cixi cleverly kept them without acting. But she didn't believe a word of the bullshit that "a general in the field may refuse orders from the sovereign". If it were the old times without rapid communication capability thousands of li away, it would be one thing. Telegraph offices could easily deliver military intelligence to all parts of the telegraph network. Cixi asked Minister of the Army Tie Liang to maintain close contact with Yuan Shikai. Once there was military intelligence, report immediately.

In the final analysis, Cixi knew she had made a very dangerous move this time. Yuan Shikai was indeed very loyal to Cixi, but Yuan Shikai's loyalty was only directed at Cixi. Cixi knew she would die eventually, and this day was getting closer and closer. If Yuan Shikai won, that would be fine. If Yuan Shikai failed, the entire Great Qing would immediately encounter the biggest crisis. During the Taiping Heavenly Kingdom rebellion back then, even though the South was beaten into a pulp, there were actually officials in the North who didn't know the Taiping Heavenly Kingdom rebelled.

Now the People's Party's rebellion seemed nothing, but with information so smooth now, every failure was a huge blow. The Great Qing Dynasty was now swaying in the midst of a storm, far from the Xianfeng era where the country could still hold up even with great chaos sweeping the South. Continuous blows made the Manchu Qing tottering. Cixi recalled Yuan Shikai saying that the Anhui rebels fought desperately because one failure could make the Anhui rebels completely destroyed. But how much of a blow could the Great Qing withstand?

September 2, 1908.

"Empress Dowager, Old Buddha, Zaifeng requests an audience." Li Lianying bowed cautiously and said with a suitable volume that Cixi could hear clearly but wouldn't startle her.

Without listening to Zaifeng's report, Cixi knew what Zaifeng wanted to say. This group of men from the Imperial Clan had no existence that could be presented. Every one of them was either greedy for money or greedy for power, or both greedy for money and power. And without exception, this group of people were incompetent. Cixi waved her hand in disgust, "I'm tired today, not seeing him."

Watching Li Lianying go out to pass the word, Cixi closed her eyes slightly. These people simply didn't know what she was thinking. Cixi would absolutely not let Guangxu regain power, so who would inherit the Manchu Qing throne after Cixi died was a huge problem for Cixi. In such a chaotic period, she definitely had to pick a general from among dwarfs; according to common sense, an older monarch should be established.

Although Guangxu was also an extremely unbearable one, Guangxu ascended the throne from childhood after all. He was Cixi's own nephew (sister's son), and by blood, Guangxu was also Cixi's husband's own nephew (brother's son). This strong blood relationship and long reign at least ensured that everyone accepted the existence of such an emperor. But among the Imperial Clan, this bunch of crooked melons and cracked dates, not one could convince the public. Even if they were given great power, none of this bunch could keep their own authority and position. This bunch always thought Cixi protected Yuan Shikai; actually, if Cixi didn't help either side, Yuan Shikai would have probably made this group of Imperial Clan members wish they were dead long ago.

Cixi wasn't worried about Yuan Shikai; actually, whether she was worried or not wasn't important essentially. Cixi knew very well that no one's loyalty was without a price; the key lay in whether they were given enough temptation, so there must be checks and balances. The Imperial Clan was theoretically the best check and balance against Yuan Shikai, but now Cixi had to use Yuan Shikai to check and balance the Imperial Clan in reverse. This was the reason why Cixi felt nauseous seeing the Imperial Clan.

It was already September, more than half a month since Yuan Shikai left Beijing. Cixi didn't understand military affairs but had to care about a field she was completely unfamiliar with. For this old lady over seventy, it was really a burden too heavy to bear.

Closing her eyes to rest for a while, Cixi felt short of breath and guilty instead. She opened her eyes and glanced at the table; Li Lianying hurriedly served the tea bowl. Cixi drank a few mouthfuls and felt a bit more comfortable.

"Is there any news?" Cixi asked Li Lianying.

This was a specific inquiry designated by Cixi, referring to the hateful notices of the People's Party. Although the announcements brought bad news to Cixi every time, the People's Party's news wasn't exaggerated or fake. It could be considered a rare source of intelligence. Li Lianying replied with a calm face: "Replying to Old Buddha, no news."

Cixi saw some clues from this calmness. Li Lianying pretended too well; if it were in the past, no matter what, Li Lianying's expression wouldn't be so calm. If Cixi didn't know Li Lianying too well, others would definitely be deceived by Li Lianying. Associating with Li Lianying passing the word to let Zaifeng go back so obediently and readily, Cixi was even more certain of her judgment.

"Little Li, take the thing out," Cixi said gently. Li Lianying wouldn't deceive her deliberately; Cixi knew this. But something that made Li Lianying keep a secret like this definitely had great weight.

"Replying to Empress Dowager, Old Buddha, this slave indeed didn't receive anything." Li Lianying's voice could still maintain calm, but the expression on his face could no longer be disguised.

"Little Li, it's already this time. What else do we have to fear?" Cixi smiled bitterly, "Take it out let me see, what did the People's Party say again."

"Empress Dowager..." Li Lianying's voice contained a feeling of considerable pain.

"Little Li, if you don't give it to me now, sooner or later someone will show it to me. A few days earlier or later, what difference can there be. Eunuchs cannot interfere in politics; can you make those ministers hide this news together?"

"Yes, Empress Dowager." Li Lianying retreated.

Cixi drank another mouthful of tea; this was very abnormal. Usually, she was an extremely noble person and had great discipline in everything she did. But at this time, Cixi needed more courage and energy to face the impending blow.

Li Lianying handed over two items, one was a notice, the other was a small pamphlet. One look at the paper and binding showed they were things from the People's Party rebel bandits. Cixi even noticed Li Lianying's hand trembling slightly.

Could it be that Yuan Shikai was annihilated? Cixi couldn't help thinking.

Li Lianying watched Cixi take the two items; he retreated to the side, his attention focused on Cixi's face.

Just reading the beginning of the notice, Li Lianying saw Cixi's expression relax. Li Lianying had read these two items; the notice title was "This Life of Cixi". Anhui called Cixi the female bandit chieftain of the Manchu Qing bandit gang; from the angle of rebels, the title of this article wasn't that shocking.

But Li Lianying wasn't relieved in the slightest because Cixi's face was relaxed. Although he wanted to lower his head, he couldn't help but pay attention to Cixi's expression at all times.

Sure enough, as Li Lianying expected, Cixi's expression became more and more dignified. After finishing the notice, Cixi didn't speak for a long time. When putting down the notice to pick up the pamphlet, Cixi rarely had a trace of pause and hesitation due to fear.

"Empress Dowager, Old Buddha, the rebels are talking nonsense; no need to read it at all!" Li Lianying wanted to shout this, but these words couldn't come out of his mouth no matter what. Li Lianying watched helplessly as Cixi picked up that pamphlet with a rare panic, and then began to flip through it.

Reading and reading, Cixi's eyes turned red. She blinked a few times as if wanting to relieve fatigue, but tears actually rolled down her cheeks.

"Empress Dowager!" Li Lianying choked with sobs.

"...Leave," Cixi replied.

"Old..." Li Lianying wanted to continue saying something.

"Leave!" Cixi shouted, "Everyone get out!"

The palace maids and eunuchs in the palace hall dared not disobey Cixi's will. Under Li Lianying's signal, everyone quietly retreated from the main hall.

When these people were all gone, Cixi wiped her eyes with a handkerchief. As a woman, Cixi had experience crying many times. Cixi cried when her father died in her youth; Cixi cried when her husband Xianfeng died in her youth; Cixi cried when her biological son Tongzhi died in her middle age. Cixi cried when made difficult by the East Empress Dowager Ci'an. Cixi cried when talking about the political situation with ministers. But the pain at those times was partly because of others, or Cixi simply had to cry.

This shedding of tears was a very fresh or very distant feeling for Cixi. Cixi shed tears of self-pity for herself; Cixi had completely forgotten when was the last time she had this emotion. Cixi couldn't even determine if she had ever cried for herself.

"This Life of Cixi" didn't contain any abusive content. Because it used the vernacular, Cixi could read the faint feeling of sympathy in the text. The notice was equivalent to a comment, and the pamphlet was the main text. Cixi had never seen such truth-telling stuff. Although this kind of thing should be written after a person died, the People's Party wrote Cixi's life from the perspective of giving a final verdict on Cixi.

Don't know who the writer was, but obviously, they knew Cixi's life quite well. Various major historical events were narrated clearly, and the records of Cixi's various actions were also quite clear. What Cixi never expected was that this pamphlet made many analyses and evaluations of Cixi's actions throughout her life. Not criticism, not approval, not cursing, and naturally not singing praises. Cixi's education, the established concepts, things learned in various experiences, and some characteristics. The pamphlet narrated them extremely reasonably.

If the pamphlet was nonsense or blind criticism, Cixi would absolutely not have such agitation. But precisely because there was a meaning of sympathy inside, it touched Cixi instead.

For so many years, for the first time, someone truly treated Cixi as a person, especially as a woman. Cixi was also once a lovely child, once a young woman hoping to be a good wife, and also a mother who truly loved her son. Also a royal family member hoping to save the Great Qing. This pamphlet didn't avoid these things at all but stated them frankly.

Therefore, the conclusion drawn by this pamphlet, Cixi couldn't completely ignore or laugh off.

"Cixi's failure is not only her personal failure but also the failure of the old system. Cixi's sin is not only Cixi's personal sin, but the sin of the Manchu Qing's decaying system. If a definition must be given to Cixi, Cixi, that is Yehenara Xingzhen, is the most stubborn adherent of the Manchu Qing's old system, and also one of the most steadfast and powerful defenders of the Manchu Qing's old system. If she dies, she can say to the Manchu Qing emperors in the underworld without shame: I did my best."

Reading this, Cixi couldn't help weeping. As a woman, when someone, especially an enemy, could give such an upright evaluation, recalling the hardships of her life, how could Cixi not feel self-pity?

But a rebel was a rebel. Besides giving Cixi a relatively fair evaluation, they also analyzed the various tricks implemented by Cixi. The text clearly described the characteristics, operation methods, and effects of these tricks. It criticized these tricks adopted purely based on the leader's personal interests and incompetence, and attributed their evil to the Manchu Qing's decaying system. However, seeing these reasonable evaluations, these things that must be hidden in the deepest depths being exposed clearly in broad daylight, Cixi felt inexplicably panicked.

Especially the last part was a description of Cixi's future. It stated clearly that Cixi must now support the stubborn conservatives onto the stage. Because if other factions were in power, Cixi might not even be buried seriously. The article mocked the incompetence of the Imperial Clan and talked about the uselessness of the conservatives. Because of Cixi's long-term playing of political tricks, it was simply impossible to let the country embark on any truly reasonable road. Once Cixi died, following the road opened by Cixi, the Manchu Qing would plunge headlong into the abyss of death.

Of course, the text also explained Cixi's strategy of "establishing a young monarch" and "killing Guangxu" clearly.

At the end, the pamphlet concluded with these words, "Today, when the Manchu Qing court and the people are full of demands for constitutional reform and modernization, Cixi has to act against history to continue maintaining the Manchu Qing's decaying old system. Cixi naturally won't see it after she dies, but this reaction is destined to be smashed. In a few years, everything Cixi tried to maintain will be smashed. This is a situation that cannot be reversed by Cixi's personal will. Our purpose in writing this article is to hope Cixi and the Chinese people can see this general trend clearly."

Like being possessed, no matter how much Cixi wanted to put down this book, this seventy-four-year-old lady couldn't help reading the pamphlet about herself over and over again. Until Cixi suddenly felt a burst of dizziness, and then knew nothing.

On September 3, 1908, Cixi ordered the imprisoned He family to be thrown into death row. On the 4th, the Sun family was implicated, but because He Qian was already dead, the Sun family escaped a disaster.

On the 5th, Guangxu and Cixi died successively.
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"Chairman Chen, that old thing Shen Zengzhi is seeking death and life; why are you going to see him? With that time, wouldn't it be better to go inspect the 105th Division with me? Yuan Shikai claims he wants to complete Cixi's unfulfilled command and is shouting about exterminating our People's Party. Everyone in the army wants to see you." Yang Baogui, commander of the 105th Division, advised with a smile. He ran over early in the morning on September 9 to invite Chen Ke to inspect the troops, but caught Chen Ke going to visit Shen Zengzhi. The members who participated in writing the "Book that Killed Cixi" were all influential figures recently. After Shen Zengzhi received the news of Cixi's death on September 7, he first set up an incense table and wailed loudly to offer sacrifices, and then began to "act crazy and play dumb". After getting this internal news, Yang Baogui's goodwill towards Shen Zengzhi immediately took a 180-degree turn.

"Commander Yang, it is inappropriate to use 'old thing' to address Mr. Shen Zengzhi," Chen Ke corrected.

"Yes, yes. Mr. Shen has worked hard; just let him rest for a while. The soldiers in our unit talk about you, Chairman Chen, as if talking about an immortal. No matter what the political commissars say, it's no use. It's inappropriate for you not to go see the soldiers." Yang Baogui grinned. Mentioning the changes in the last two days, Yang Baogui was so happy he forgot himself. Yang Baogui had long been fully mentally prepared for the arduousness of fighting the Beiyang Army. The troops had put in hard work during the training for more than a month. He never expected that Chairman Chen wrote a book, and Cixi died after reading it. Even if he wasn't very clear about the organizational structure of the Manchu Qing, Yang Baogui knew that the retreat of the Beiyang Army was only a matter of time.

"I have already planned to see Mr. Shen today, and I haven't prepared to go to the unit to inspect the troops. Let's talk about going to the unit later." Chen Ke really wasn't clear what to do in the unit right now. The political commissars had long done sufficient explanation work; Chen Ke didn't know magic arts, nor was he an evil Daoist; Cixi died completely of natural causes. But the simple and honest soldiers didn't think so. Except for storytellers telling such things, where had everyone seen such a divine person? Not only the soldiers, but even many cadres were very suspicious whether Chen Ke had some "Daoist attainment". The more it was this time, the less Chen Ke dared to act rashly.

"Then how about this, I'll accompany Chairman Chen to see Mr. Shen, but Chairman Chen, you must go to hold a meeting for the political commissars and cadres of the unit. Now it's spread like crazy in the unit. Something will happen if you don't show your face again." Yang Baogui said relentlessly. He had no choice either; the political commissars and cadres in the unit firmly requested to see Chen Ke. As the division commander, Yang Baogui couldn't forcibly suppress this passion either.

"Okay. Let's do it this way," Chen Ke replied.

Shen Zengzhi lived in the Normal College. As soon as Chen Ke and Yang Baogui walked into the gate of the Normal College, it immediately caused a sensation. The students up to now were still mainly female students "captured" from Anqing. These children had all seen Chen Ke many times. The matter of the "Book that Killed Cixi" had also spread like crazy among the girls, and Mr. Shen Zengzhi's wailing like he lost his parents these few days made the female students who didn't know the inside story have all kinds of guesses. As soon as they saw the protagonist of the event, Chairman Chen Ke, appear, the students immediately began to inform each other. Before Chen Ke and the others had walked halfway through the school, a large crowd of people stood at the entrances of various teaching buildings, windows, and all kinds of open spaces where they could see Chen Ke without being noticed. Everyone whispered to each other and pointed. Even Chen Ke, who had commanded a great battle of tens of thousands of people, felt uncomfortable all over. The 105th Division Commander Yang Baogui had even less experience of being gazed at by hundreds of girls at the same time. Following behind Chen Ke, he giggled while twisting and turning uneasily, almost forgetting how to walk.

Shen Zengzhi was indeed somewhat crazy as reported. Before entering Shen Zengzhi's large dormitory room, they heard Shen Zengzhi shouting, "Feng Xu, you harmed me miserably!"

Chen Ke hurriedly walked into the door quickly, only to see Feng Xu standing opposite Shen Zengzhi with a gloomy face. Shen Zengzhi seemed to have suffered inner torture these few days; his hair wasn't combed, his face wasn't washed, and he appeared much older. Only in his red eyes was there a strange light.

"Mr. Shen, I heard your health isn't very good; I came to see you." Chen Ke said hurriedly.

Seeing Chen Ke, Shen Zengzhi's eyes almost spurted fire. "Chairman Chen Ke, when you asked me to help write things, you didn't say what you wanted to write was a death warrant! You took the draft I wrote and changed and added to it recklessly! You, you pitted me to death!"

"Mr. Shen, don't get excited." Chen Ke explained hurriedly, "Cixi read that thing, correct. If she died right after reading it, you could still say this thing might have had a major impact on Cixi's life. But Cixi obviously died several days after reading it, so the connection between the two is very limited."

"Connection limited?!" Shen Zengzhi was almost driven mad by these words. He tremblingly picked up a printed pamphlet, "Here it writes first establishing a young monarch in the name of the Emperor. Then the Emperor and the Empress Dowager pass away on the same day. The Emperor passes away first in the morning, the Empress Dowager passes away later at night. Things happened exactly like this; what else do you have to say?"

Yang Baogui was extremely dissatisfied with Shen Zengzhi's attitude. He stepped forward, "This thing happened, which shows Cixi prepared exactly like this. What does it have to do with Chairman Chen?"

"This is obviously sowing discord between mother and son! How could I be confused for a moment and participate in this matter?" Shen Zengzhi was extremely annoyed, and his speech was already somewhat illogical.

Feng Xu had remained silent originally. Seeing Shen Zengzhi losing his composure so much, he couldn't help advising, "Brother Shen, I know you feel uneasy inside. No matter how wise the Empress Dowager looked before, this thing happened. Why do you have to self-righteously take the matter onto yourself?"

After all, being people in officialdom, Feng Xu could better understand the pain in Shen Zengzhi's heart. Shen Zengzhi was originally going to be an Education Commissioner. The Manchu Qing boasted about "filial piety and fraternal duty" themselves, but as a result, the matter of mother and son killing each other happened nakedly. How could Shen Zengzhi, who adhered to the Qing court's cultural propaganda work, accept such a fact? Not to mention Shen Zengzhi had put great effort into the editing work of this "Book that Killed Cixi".

When Chen Ke gathered Yan Fu, Shen Zengzhi, and Feng Xu, he only said he wanted to write a book "This Life of Cixi". Shen Zengzhi, following Confucius's principle of "concealing faults for the honorable", beautified Cixi quite a bit in it. Chen Ke compiled this classical Chinese into modern Chinese, and Shen Zengzhi specially scrutinized the text many times to ensure there was no malicious distortion of Cixi. At that time, Shen Zengzhi even praised Chen Ke for writing things "impartially, peacefully, and uprightly."

Hearing that Guangxu and Cixi both died, the surprised Shen Zengzhi just set up an incense table to offer sacrifices. As a result, hearing a guy with a loose mouth next to him say Cixi died after reading the book, the shocked Shen Zengzhi immediately demanded the formal manuscript from Yan Fu. After reading the manuscript, Shen Zengzhi was silent at first, and then collapsed.

"If not for someone sowing discord inside, how could such a matter violating human relations happen!" Shen Zengzhi finally spoke his mind.

Chen Ke advised, "Mr. Shen, we and the Qing court are irreconcilable. You know it, Cixi also knew it. Even if we sowed discord, normally Cixi should have acted against our statement. Since facts proved our prediction was correct, that means Cixi had made such preparations long ago. Whether you can accept it or not, this is the fact!"

Shen Zengzhi seemed to have calmed down mentally after hearing this. He was silent for a moment, then suddenly raised his head and said in a tone of grief and indignation: "Chairman Chen Ke, you are extremely intelligent, deeply scheming, and your methods are ruthless. I should have praised you as a hero. But encountering such a tragedy of human relations, you didn't stop it, which would be one thing, but you even added fuel to the flames and exploited it to the utmost. Where is your humanity! Confucius said, 'Did the initiator of this have no posterity?' You will definitely have retribution."

"Bullshit!" Yang Baogui couldn't listen anymore. Hearing Shen Zengzhi curse Chen Ke so viciously, the young division commander of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army, in a rage, waved his fist wanting to go up and beat this old thief Shen Zengzhi soundly.

Chen Ke stopped Yang Baogui with one hand and shouted sternly, "Commander Yang, what do you want to do!"

Shen Zengzhi didn't care at all whether he would be beaten at this time. He stood straight. This old man emitted a strange aura, as if he were a ghost who had seen hell. Shen Zengzhi opened his mouth and said, "Chairman Chen, you say revolution is to save the common people. Since the People's Party's actions are done this way, I naturally can't slander the People's Party either. The Manchu Qing acting against the tide and violating human relations like this, what will be the result? The Empress Dowager can establish a young monarch, but once this is done, who sincerely sees that young monarch as the Emperor? Do you know why this is? Because there is a word 'Reason' (Li) above you and me. Once morality and justice are exhausted, the fate is exhausted. This is something no one can save. Even if the shameless princes and ministers in the court whitewash it however they want, the Manchu Qing is finished. No matter how the Manchu Qing acts against the tide, this isn't an excuse for you, Chairman Chen, to promote this tragedy of human relations under the guise of revolution. What is the difference between what you do and the Manchu Qing's perverse acts?"

These words sounded somewhat reasonable at first hearing, but Chen Ke felt something was wrong with them no matter what. He thought about it with a bitter smile before understanding, "Mr. Shen, if the broom doesn't reach, the dust won't run away by itself. If not for us People's Party fighting here, when would the Manchu Qing fall? We have no reason to be responsible for this matter."

"You shouldn't be responsible, but it doesn't mean you should use this matter for profit! You are accomplices!" Shen Zengzhi said angrily.

"What accomplices!" Yang Baogui immediately retorted, "You are obviously reversing cause and effect. Originally, Chairman Chen wrote this thing, and Cixi should have restrained her bad thoughts after seeing it. Not only did she not restrain, but she did it flagrantly instead. That shows she was determined to do so. If not for our People's Party exposing it in advance, how long would it take for this matter to be known? If not for our People's Party, Mr. Shen, you would be kowtowing three times and nine times to that little brat who became the new emperor willingly, shouting long live. Where would it be your turn to pretend to be a moralist here?!"

Shen Zengzhi was choked into silence by Yang Baogui's words and couldn't say anything else for a while. Seeing his coming had no effect, Chen Ke said, "Mr. Shen, no matter what you think, things have happened. Look on the bright side, look on the bright side. I'll leave first. Take care of yourself."

Taking Yang Baogui and leaving Shen Zengzhi's large dormitory, Feng Xu also followed out. As the three continued to walk towards the gate under the gaze of hundreds of people and thousands of eyes on the playground, Feng Xu whispered as if no one was around: "Chairman Chen, someone will definitely make an issue of this matter."

"Why care about them!" Yang Baogui held a bellyful of fire and couldn't help venting to Feng Xu, "Chairman Chen did nothing wrong; let those bastards bark themselves."

Being choked by Yang Baogui, Feng Xu smiled bitterly, "Haha. What this comrade said also has some reason. But... truly didn't expect things to turn out like this."

Chen Ke laughed, "The Manchu Qing is just such a thing; nothing strange. Yongzheng was an honest emperor; this bro was attacked badly before he died. He couldn't help writing a book 'Record of Awakening from Delusion of Great Righteousness' (Da Yi Jue Mi Lu) to defend himself. People said Yongzheng poisoned his father. Yongzheng explained that the day before he sent medicine to his father Kangxi, and the next day his father didn't make it. This bro was too honest; reading it makes people feel compelled to sympathize. As a result, after Qianlong came to power, he immediately confiscated and destroyed the 'Record of Awakening from Delusion of Great Righteousness' and executed Zeng Jing and others who wrote the book by lingchi (slow slicing). We only distributed a few copies of 'This Life of Cixi'? It's just that the Manchu Qing can't deal with our People's Party, so this case can be known to people."

Although the analogy was a bit nondescript, and Feng Xu didn't know much about "Da Yi Jue Mi Lu", Feng Xu could understand the general meaning. It's just that hearing Chen Ke call Yongzheng from more than a hundred years ago "bro" made Feng Xu frown. "Chairman Chen, no matter what kind of case this is, I'm afraid there won't be a day when the truth really comes out. But we have to deal with Yuan Shikai; you absolutely must not be impolite in your address."

Chen Ke was stunned first, then couldn't help laughing, "Thanks, thanks. What Mr. Feng says is true."

Seeing Chen Ke answer very casually, Feng Xu really didn't hold any illusion about whether Chen Ke could "thoroughly reform his past faults". But this was originally just a trivial matter. Feng Xu continued to ask, "What views does Chairman Chen have on the development of future events?" No matter how casual Chen Ke was, Feng Xu would absolutely not despise Chen Ke's judgment on the situation.

"Now it depends on whether the conservative faction overwhelms the reformist faction in the Qing court, or the reformist faction overwhelms the conservative faction. But no matter who overwhelms whom, the Qing court won't last long. The difference only lies in how it dies." Speaking of this, Chen Ke suddenly realized something. He looked at Feng Xu with surprise and joy and said, "Could it be that Mr. Feng is willing to go as an envoy to Yuan Shikai?"

"If Chairman Chen orders, I am naturally willing to make the trip." Feng Xu answered frankly.

Chen Ke said joyfully, "That would be great. I will discuss this matter at the Party Committee meeting. If passed at the Party Committee meeting, someone will talk to Mr. Feng."

For external negotiations, the personnel sent were crucial. Feng Xu and Yuan Shikai presumably had more common language. Chen Ke would absolutely not send Yan Fu to negotiate; in case Yuan Shikai harmed Yan Fu, the People's Party couldn't afford such a loss.

Separating at the gate of the Normal School, Yang Baogui insisted that Chen Ke go to the unit with him now. Having seen Shen Zengzhi's performance, Chen Ke felt it was very necessary to communicate with the comrades in the unit. He himself never expected that copy of "This Life of Cixi" to have such an effect. Actually, Chen Ke thought this book would only take effect after Cixi died. Everything is a unity of opposites; if this book could play the role of "forcing Cixi to death", then Chen Ke had to bear the reputation of a "shaman". This was very unfavorable to revolutionary work. If this disadvantage couldn't be resolved as soon as possible, the side effects would be too great. The People's Party was a revolutionary organization that stressed science and democracy; if the person in charge of the organization was regarded as a "charlatan", the trouble would be too big.

The unit station was not far from the school. Because the 105th Division was newly built, it was still maintaining the step of large-scale concentrated training. As soon as the officers and soldiers in training saw Chen Ke appear, the comrades immediately swarmed over.

"Chairman Chen!" "Chairman Chen!" Amidst enthusiastic greetings, comrades in the back couldn't help shouting loudly: "Chairman Chen, tell us what exactly happened!" "Can you predict the future?"

Hearing such nonsense, Yang Baogui shouted loudly, "What predict the future! How many times have I said, we don't talk about this feudal superstition!"

Under the persuasion of commanders and political commissars, the soldiers finally went back to continue military training with difficulty. It was just that everyone's eyes were fixed on Chen Ke.

"Chairman Chen, do you think it's okay not to hold a meeting?" Yang Baogui said hurriedly.

"The problem is I really haven't thought about what to say. Some things the Party Committee hasn't decided, and I can't talk nonsense either. And I see Commander Yang, you guys did a good job in opposing feudal superstition." Chen Ke was really quite embarrassed about the content of the conversation.

"Then you have to give a reasonable explanation." Yang Baogui himself had no way to make comrades sincerely believe the explanation against feudal superstition.

"Reasonable explanation. The reasonable explanation is that the troops are very likely to set off for Hubei in the near future. Hubei has flooded; we are going to provide disaster relief. During disaster relief, I'm afraid there won't be fighting. After the disaster relief, the area north of the Yangtze River in Hubei will definitely fall into our hands. Commander Yang, I don't need to emphasize the significance of Hanyang steel again, right?"

Yang Baogui's eyes lit up, "If we can get Hanyang steel, the rifles of our unit can be fully equipped."

Chen Ke replied, "Yes, now it depends on how far we can negotiate with Yuan Shikai. If Yuan Shikai can obediently return to Beijing to seize power, we will have half a year to a year. When Yuan Shikai finishes seizing power, Hubei will also be pacified. With Anhui and Hubei, there will be sufficient strategic room for maneuver. At that time, we can concentrate on grassroots work. In the final analysis, the grassroots of our Party is still too weak, too weak."

"Cadres are never enough at any time." Yang Baogui nodded heavily, "Chairman Chen, what you said at the Military Commission meeting was good; it's still that the labor is not enough. First, not fearing hardship; second, not fearing death. Dying is easy, being able to endure hardship is hard."

Hearing that Chairman Chen wanted to hold a general meeting, the political commissars and cadres of the 105th Division immediately rushed to the assembly point hurriedly. Seeing Chen Ke, the political commissars swarmed up immediately, "Chairman Chen, you can't just hold a meeting for us; our persuasiveness is not enough. This matter has become too big."

"Yes, if holding a meeting, hold a general meeting, meeting regiment by regiment."

"This matter isn't an organizational resolution transmission; I feel this matter concerns you personally, Chairman Chen, more."

Chen Ke was very surprised; the quality of the political commissars was truly jaw-dropping. Analyzing things actually didn't need so many magical modes. The most basic was just "having a beginning and an end", "determining who is the responsible person, who is responsible for whose responsibility". This was the training content of Chen Ke himself in the Party School. The requests raised by the political commissars now showed they had mastered the basic key points. As long as the entry point and key points were not wrong, the work wouldn't go wrong. At least it wouldn't create things like confusing one thing for another, or acting in a way that defeats one's purpose.

It seemed He Zudao's political commissar work was done very well. Chen Ke thought.

Thinking was one thing, but Chen Ke shouted to the excited comrades: "Comrades, things happened suddenly, and I wasn't prepared for what to say either. I'll hold a meeting for everyone first; everyone listen to whether my explanation makes sense. Comrades check it for me, how about it?"

"Good!" Everyone answered with a boom.

Standing in front of the dense formation of about a thousand people, Chen Ke shouted loudly: "This time Cixi died suddenly. According to the analytical method we require comrades to master, this matter has its inevitability and contingency."

"Cixi was 74 years old this year. It's rare for people to live to seventy since ancient times; the King of Hell doesn't summon one who goes by himself (meaning she was old enough to die naturally). She didn't have many days left to live originally; this is one of the inevitabilities."

A burst of sighs came faintly from the crowd. If it were 2008, a lifespan of 74 years wasn't anything strange; ordinary people could expect themselves to live to that day. In 1908, living to 60 was a very magical thing, especially in poverty-stricken Anhui, where ordinary people could only live to over 40. Cixi's lifespan of 74 indeed surprised everyone.

"We are all young, yet after intense exercise, this heart still thumps wildly. Sometimes when the amount of exercise is too large, we young comrades will also faint. After Cixi read the book, her mood was agitated; a 74-year-old lady is even more prone to accidents. These are inevitabilities. Inevitability based on actual physical condition."

After shouting these, Chen Ke looked at the comrades. There were expressions of understanding on everyone's faces. This reassured Chen Ke a lot.

"Then next is contingency. Everyone has been on the battlefield. Getting shot in the head leads to death, getting shot in the chest leads to death, getting shot in the arm or thigh can also lead to death. Exactly how Cixi died, we can't determine which accidental factor caused the death before an autopsy. If we really want to determine the factor of death, wait until we conquer Beijing, dig Cixi out for an autopsy, and we will know where the cause lies."

This statement made some comrades grin and smile bitterly. The People's Party didn't cover up the problem of autopsies existing in the Base Area. In fact, Chen Ke hoped the very good method of autopsy could be promoted in China. Although thinking that he would be cut and sawed after death made Chen Ke feel very uncomfortable too. But since it was correct, there was no reason to refuse.

"What I just said was existence on the physiological level. Next, I want to talk about the problem of Cixi's death from a social perspective. Some people might think Cixi's death is the credit of our book-writing group. I want to say, this view is wrong. The real credit doesn't lie with me, but lies with the comrades, lies with the soldiers of our vast troops, lies with our millions of party members and cadres. If there were only the few of us writing the book, do you think Cixi would take the few of us seriously? Precisely because there are millions of comrades supporting us behind, millions of comrades fighting one victorious battle after another, Cixi cared so much about our book. If just a few random people among the populace wrote a book, would Cixi read it? She wouldn't read it at all. If there is any credit in this matter, that credit is also shared by everyone, not possessed by the few of us."

This kind of collectivist propaganda sounded very good to the comrades. Although Chen Ke had to take a large part of the credit, comrades also agreed with the collective power Chen Ke spoke of. And the credit occupied by the collective power in this matter also diluted the feeling of Chen Ke being a "charlatan" a lot. The matter of "writing a book to kill Cixi", which originally looked extremely mysterious, suddenly appeared very normal now. Understanding smiles had appeared on comrades' faces.

"Comrades, we won't hide this book either; soon this book will also be distributed to the troops. Everyone can take a look; the content everyone sees is the same as the content Cixi saw. Everyone can see that this book has nothing remarkable. If there is anything different, it is that this book is a book only our People's Party, our revolutionary army could write. There is only one key point adhered to in this book, and that is telling the truth."

Hearing this, a real sensation appeared in the comrades' array for the first time. Quite a few comrades hadn't read this book, so they thought there was a lot of magical content written in this book. Unexpectedly, Chairman Chen Ke, whom everyone respected very much, actually told everyone that only "truth" was written in this book.

Comrades could no longer remain quiet; immediately a comrade shouted loudly: "Chairman Chen, can telling the truth curse someone to death?"

"To be accurate, not cursed to death. Scared to death," Chen Ke answered loudly.

"Buzz!" A roar erupted from the queue of comrades. This inconceivable answer exceeded almost everyone's imagination.

"Comrades, would our People's Party's policies be afraid of the people knowing? We are only afraid the people don't know, especially afraid the people can't understand correctly after knowing. Because we are an alliance of laborers; everyone gathered together because working together is more efficient and working together can get a better life. Telling lies brings a hundred harms and no benefit to us, to the revolutionary cause."

This truth, which was like nonsense, was a bit confusing. The comrades' emotions, which had already become excited, suddenly lost their resonance point; everyone looked at Chen Ke in astonishment.

"The Manchu Qing is different. The foundation of the Manchu Qing's existence is lies and deception. The true foundation of this system's existence is exploitation and oppression. If they told the truth, the common people wouldn't approve of this system. So the Manchu Qing made up all kinds of lies to deceive the people, what Son of Heaven, what Mandate of Heaven. These are all lies. In the final analysis, the Manchu Qing wants everyone to think that the Manchu Qing rulers and their running dogs ruling and exploiting us common people is correct and unchangeable. This is a lie; this is deceiving people."

Chen Ke suddenly felt extremely happy in his heart. After accumulating for so long, the Base Area could finally use reality to counterattack the lies of the exploiting class. Chen Ke raised his left fist high, and the comrades' emotions became equally excited.

"Comrades, in our Base Area, this lie has already been punctured. No emperor, no exploiters, only an equal alliance of laborers. Aren't we living just fine now! Not only are our days much better than before, but they will also get better day by day. Why is this? Because in the past, the fruits of our labor were taken away by the exploiting class and their running dogs; our blood and sweat were eaten and drunk clean by these people. Not only did they want to eat, but they also wanted to explain that their eating was reasonable. Now the Base Area is telling these people: Exploiters get out, we want to live better, we can live better."

After saying this, Chen Ke waved his arm raised high in the air down forcefully, as if to split the air in half at once. As if responding to Chen Ke's movement, the comrades also couldn't help waving their arms and roaring.

"Right!" "Good!" "Exploiters get out!" "Emperor get out!" "Running dogs go to die!"

Chen Ke raised his arm high again, then pressed down. The wave of sound immediately subsided temporarily, but that wasn't silence; that was the stillness before a bigger explosion. Every party member and cadre stared at Chen Ke with shining eyes, staring at their leader. Waiting for a bigger thunderclap.

"A lie is a lie; saying it a thousand times won't turn it into the truth. Exploiters taking our grain is true. Exploiters taking our money is true. Exploiters using this grain and money on their own debauchery is still true. So they are afraid of hearing the truth; they are afraid of the people seeing the facts. Because if the people know the facts, they will definitely knock them to the ground. Our Base Area has already risen up and knocked down the exploiters; we have already let the whole of China see the reality that the people's revolution makes people's lives better. As a representative of the exploiters, what Cixi feared most was seeing the facts and hearing the truth. When that pamphlet wrote the truth and told the truth. She was scared by the comrades' revolution! She was scared to death by the comrades' revolution!"

"Oh!!!" Cheering like a mountain tsunami sounded again. Chen Ke's explanation not only gained the comrades' approval but even more gained the comrades' support. That was an indescribable cheering sound mixed with collectivist confidence, looking down on the enemy from a commanding height, and all kinds of excitement, confidence, and passion.

"Long live the revolution!" "Long live Chairman Chen!" The comrades' cheering resounded through the sky above the meeting place.

The newly enlisted soldiers weren't qualified to attend this meeting; they could only stand not far away watching and listening. Because of the distance, perhaps they could see Chen Ke's impassioned gestures and movements, but they couldn't hear the specific content. All new soldiers were anxious, wishing they could rush into the meeting place to hear what exactly that god-like Chairman Chen Ke said. They once had such an urgent impulse; that was when joining the army, to get rid of hunger, to protect the land distributed to the family in the revolution, to let the family join the cooperative that got many new farm tools. The young people joined the revolutionary ranks without turning back. For a better life, the young and simple soldiers followed the ranks to distant places they had never reached before without turning back.

Now seeing that impassioned scene in the distance, the young soldiers' mood became urgent again. They wanted to hear what Chairman Chen Ke said; more bluntly, they wanted to get closer to the center point of the People's Party's mysterious power. This was an impulse difficult to explain, but everyone instinctively thought that by getting one step closer to that center point, they could possess more power.

The cheers of the political commissars and cadres suddenly paused for a moment. The young soldiers felt quite surprised by this change. But a moment later, loud singing erupted from the queue of political commissars and cadres. That was a song everyone had heard but hadn't learned yet.

"Arise, ye prisoners of starvation! Arise, ye wretched of the earth! For justice thunders condemnation, a better world's in birth! No more tradition's chains shall bind us, arise, ye slaves, no more in thrall! The earth shall rise on new foundations, we have been naught, we shall be all! ..."

Because they hadn't completely learned Mandarin yet, plus the dialects of various places differed quite a bit, although the young soldiers could understand a few words, they still couldn't understand the meaning of this song. Even so, the vigorous and sincere tune still touched the hearts of these young people. They held their breath and focused their attention on the singing coming into their ears. Such concentration took effect; in the second round of lyrics, the young comrades understood a bit more.

"There has never been any savior, nor do we rely on immortals or emperors! To create human happiness, we rely entirely on ourselves! We want to take back the fruits of labor, let thoughts break through the cage! Quickly burn that furnace fire red hot, only striking while the iron is hot will we succeed! This is the final struggle, unite until tomorrow, the Internationale shall be the human race! This is the final struggle, unite until tomorrow, the Internationale shall be the human race!"
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Yuan Shikai knew Chen Ke would bring him surprises. For his own life and death survival, Chen Ke, who had always performed outstandingly, was bound to do his utmost. Even with this relatively sufficient mental preparation, the official news of Cixi and Guangxu passing away successively still gave Yuan Shikai a shock from the soul. With mixed grief and joy, Yuan Shikai immediately ordered the "whole army to wear mourning" and organized a mourning ceremony.

Leading the Henan officials and the Beiyang Army to weep bitterly, Yuan Shikai's tears were very sincere. Sincere and joyful weeping was an extremely rare experience in Yuan Shikai's life. Among the two dead people, Guangxu's death gave Yuan Shikai a joy of removing a huge trouble in his heart. As for Cixi, Yuan Shikai's loyalty was from the bottom of his heart. Before dying, the old lady let Yuan Shikai become the Governor of Henan, commanding the four Beiyang divisions, and also in charge of the Jiangbei Commander-in-Chief and the Henan New Army. The current situation was that Yuan Shikai had territory if he wanted territory, and troops if he wanted troops. Self-protection was absolutely no problem.

After the mourning ceremony, Yuan Shikai immediately announced he would strive to suppress the Anhui rebels. These days, the Imperial Clan had worked hard to mix sand and infiltrate the Beiyang New Army. These guys whom Yuan Shikai had long wanted to remove were named one after another; they formed a team ordered to attack the Base Area. After sending this group of eyesores to the front line, Yuan Shikai firmly believed Chen Ke would definitely continue to give him surprises.

After doing the superficial work, Yuan Shikai anxiously waited for news from Beiyang's own people. Official news was just official news; more accurate news could only rely on his own people. When the real news was transmitted to Yuan Shikai, although not to the extent of being scared to death, Yuan Shikai still felt a strong chill on his back. As a Westernization Movement proponent and ruler, Yuan Shikai was absolutely not a superstitious person. Even so, the thought "Does Chen Ke know some sorcery?" occupied Yuan Shikai's mind for a short time.

Notices and pamphlets, the People's Party distributed more than three hundred copies in Beijing city. The Imperial Clan searched for these pamphlets everywhere like mad dogs. Because the implication was too big, even Beiyang people dared not keep such things privately. Since the content wasn't much, in a very short time, the people Beiyang left in Beijing sent five handwritten copies. The dozen or so backbones of the four Beiyang divisions all finished reading these things at this time. Yuan Shikai wanted to hear everyone's thoughts, but unexpectedly everyone at the meeting had the same mind. Silence, ah, silence; the core of the Beiyang New Army sat there like Bodhisattvas.

"Pinqing, what do you think?" Yuan Shikai asked Wang Shizhen, whose expression was still considered normal.

Wang Shizhen was silent for a rare moment, then said a meaningless nonsense sentence. "How did Yan Jidao teach such a disciple."

The nonsense triggered resonance among the Beiyang generals. Actually, after reading "This Life of Cixi", everyone had great confusion and opposition in their hearts. Beiyang's feeling towards Cixi was "an old lady with amazing tricks". They didn't oppose Cixi's tricks, only grumbled about being fixed by these tricks. Essentially, whether it was the Beiyang Army or other forces of the Qing court, everyone was ruthlessly competing for and exchanging interests around political resources and economic resources, telling lies to fool the gentry, and adopting forceful suppression against the common people. The methods they implemented were no different.

So lies were like soap bubbles to this bunch; if one broke, just blow another. Promotion in this system depended on who could understand the laws of lies in human relations, who could integrate into this system, and tell lies better.

The People's Party led by Chen Ke was completely different. They explained the secrets passed down by word of mouth within the traditional ruling class clearly and plainly in words the common people could understand. This was no longer a power struggle; this was overturning the table of current power. Because Chen Ke was Yan Fu's disciple, and Yan Fu was a capable general of Li Hongzhang's former Beiyang, the Beiyang Army also considered Chen Ke a person of the Beiyang lineage. However, it must be explained that the biggest reason these arrogant Beiyang New Army backbones had this feeling was that Chen Ke showed tyrannical strength. If Chen Ke were obscure now, the Beiyang New Army backbones wouldn't treat Chen Ke as one of their own at all.

Others were still considered cultured; for example, Duan Qirui just snorted, but subconsciously ground the heel of his military boot on the floor a few times, as if trying to crush something invisible.

But Cao Kun was the first to open his mouth and curse: "What exactly is Yan Jidao trying to do! Did he read too many foreign books and read his brain silly!"

As soon as Cao Kun's voice fell, several cold snorts immediately sounded in the room.

Yuan Shikai didn't come to hear these people scold Yan Fu or Chen Ke. He waved his hand to stop Cao Kun's likely continued scolding, "Everyone has their own aspirations in this matter; ignore them. The Empress Dowager and the Emperor have passed away; what thoughts does everyone have?"

Who among the people present didn't know the meaning of Yuan Shikai's words? Now the situation was so chaotic, yet full of various opportunities. Yuan Shikai summoned everyone first to see everyone's attitude. Cao Kun immediately replied: "I look to Lord Yuan as the horse's head (follow your lead). Wherever Lord Yuan asks me to hit, I will hit there! Brothers present, we have all followed Lord Yuan for so long; what do you think?"

"Hmph!" Duan Qirui sneered but didn't commit himself. He was Yuan Shikai's diehard; there was no need to express his stance with such a tough attitude.

"Lord Yuan, at least leave some face for the court." Wang Shizhen's stance was the mildest and richest in meaning.

Other people expressed their stances one after another. Between the court and Yuan Shikai, they all chose Yuan Shikai.

Receiving everyone's support, Yuan Shikai was somewhat relieved but also somewhat disappointed. Although he held heavy troops now, Yuan Shikai didn't plan to be Dong Zhuo. Or rather, he had absolutely no intention of repeating Dong Zhuo's mistakes.

In Chen Ke's book "Chinese Cultural Heritage and the Rise of Materialism", the content about political changes took up several volumes. Talking about Han politics, Chen Ke didn't think Dong Zhuo was a treacherous minister. The Ten Attendants and the Imperial Relatives killed each other in the capital; Dong Zhuo brought Xiliang troops into the capital to support the crumbling regime. Of course, it triggered the expansion of local autonomy that began during the Yellow Turban Rebellion. Dong Zhuo might have been boorish, but he himself was still a vine attached to the big tree of the court system. If the court was gone, Dong Zhuo had no way to exist independently. The eighteen warlords crusading against Dong Zhuo was actually also a military and political action by local forces to legalize their separatist behavior under the guise of resisting Dong Zhuo.

After Yuan Shikai read this section, he slapped the table in praise at that time. The current situation of the world was similar to the end of the Han Dynasty. The center seemed to be able to dispatch officials smoothly and maintain normal operation on the surface. In reality, it was already riddled with holes and tottering. Yuan Shikai was now the Governor of Henan, commanding a large army. If he dared to lead troops into the capital and promote a journey of power with military force as the background, the viceroys and governors of the world would instantly become "enemies". Eighteen warlords crusading against Dong Zhuo might not necessarily happen, but "pointed at by a thousand accusing fingers, dying without a disease" (dying under public condemnation). If Yuan Shikai were cursed by the world, that taste would not be pleasant at all.

Especially since the little emperor on stage now came to the throne extremely improperly, simply insufficient to convince the public. Yuan Shikai wasn't in a hurry to return to the capital at all. But not returning to the capital didn't mean doing nothing. Now a nationwide networking was needed, and waiting for an opportunity in Beijing. At that time, when Yuan Shikai led troops back to the capital openly and aboveboard, that would be "what the people hope for", and no one could shake Yuan Shikai in the slightest.

Actually, Yuan Shikai wanted his key subordinates to propose suggestions in this regard, but he was disappointed. Apart from simple oaths of allegiance, no one mentioned the serious business. "If Chen Ke were under my command, this kind of consideration should be a piece of cake, right." Yuan Shikai thought with considerable regret.

However, Yuan Shikai didn't realize that this kind of thing actually required the group leader to plan personally. Since Yuan Shikai hoped his subordinates would take the initiative to talk about this matter, it already proved his lack of confidence in the Beiyang group, and especially proved that Yuan Shikai himself lacked the firm conviction to rebel against the Manchu Qing system. Having been a slave for a long time, it wasn't that easy to twist the mentality to the position of a master first.

"Let's talk about how to fight with the People's Party." Seeing no one spoke about the core issue, Yuan Shikai had to propose another topic to cut into the problem.

After Cixi died, Yuan Shikai's Beiyang "swore to exterminate the rebel bandits", but the Shanghai Qing troops attacking the Zhejiang Guangfu Society immediately withdrew to Shanghai.

"Lord Tao, the Qing troops really withdrew towards Shanghai!" Listening to the returning scout's report, Tao Chengzhang stood on the city wall of Hangzhou; no trace of the Qing troops could be seen in the telescope anymore. Actually, this was superfluous; the scout's range of activity was far larger than the range the telescope could reach. Tao Chengzhang suddenly felt his legs go soft, almost wanting to sit on the city wall.

Ever since the defeat under Nanjing city, the main force of the Guangfu Society retreated all the way back to Hangzhou. This was a defeat, so naturally there were no benefits like spoils of war. Many troops left the Guangfu Society main force and went home directly when passing near their hometowns. Often after a night's rest, many camps that should have had people stationed were already empty. This attrition halfway continued until Hangzhou; the original main force of tens of thousands left less than four thousand.

This loss wasn't actually the most important. In several key battles south of Nanjing, the Guangfu Society lost most of its elite troops. During the retreat, they even left behind their own wounded and the People's Party's medical team. This was the real loss.

Although in the news obtained later, the People's Party medical team single-handedly withstood the fierce attack of the Qing army unit of Wang Youhong, and finally, under the reception of the People's Party main force, thousands of Guangfu Society wounded retreated safely to Anhui. But the elite troops were now all injured; it was impossible to let them return to fight in the short term.

The Guangfu Society started cursing the People's Party again this time, "Why didn't you send out capable troops to help earlier? When dividing spoils, it's impossible not to give the People's Party a share." This bunch completely forgot that many of them had insisted that when the People's Party brought weapons to Zhejiang, they had to hand over the weapons to the Guangfu Society for management first.

But scolding the People's Party was hollow no matter what. The Shanghai Qing troops attacked all the way. Since the Guangfu Society's troops were concentrated in Hangzhou, the Qing troops advanced "like splitting bamboo" along the way; more than three thousand Qing troops fought all the way to the foot of Hangzhou city before stopping. Fortunately, the Guangfu Society had undergone the cruel tempering of the Battle of Nanjing. Having experienced war or not made a big difference. Only after fierce shooting would the Shanghai Qing troops approach to attack the city with fear and trembling. The Guangfu Society could even manage to hide on the city wall without firing a shot, waiting until the Qing troops approached the city wall before conducting disciplined volleys. The Qing troops often suffered a dozen casualties and the attack would be defeated.

After attacking a few times, the Shanghai Qing troops immediately changed their mode; they began shelling the top of the wall. The Guangfu Society adopted staying under the wall and placing a small amount of troops on the wall. Once the Qing troops attacked within range outside the city, the Qing artillery stopped firing. The Guangfu Society troops hurried up the wall to resist the enemy. The Qing army quantity was inferior to the Guangfu Society, plus the Guangfu Society's tactics were reasonable, the Qing army couldn't take Hangzhou, and the two sides simply fell into a staring war.

However, as the Beiyang New Army moved south, Cixi also strictly ordered the Shanghai Qing troops to attack Hangzhou. The Qing army increased by two thousand soldiers, and the fighting finally became a bit fiercer. The Guangfu Society didn't have much weapons and ammunition originally, and consumption was huge in the early defense battles. Facing the Qing army's attack, each gun had less than ten bullets. Although the siege battle showed no improvement, the Qing army effectively blockaded Hangzhou. The Guangfu Society couldn't get supplies of food and weapons and ammunition; the situation inside the city was precarious.

At this time, Qiu Jin stood out. Qiu Jin publicly executed more than a dozen deserters and personally took over the command. All bullets were managed centrally; no firing unless it was a critical moment. The Qing army was still that cowardly appearance; apart from firing cannons, there was no progress. Every attack was not resolute. Even so, to create enough gunfire momentum, the Guangfu Society's ammunition was still consumed continuously. It wasn't until Qiu Jin finally remembered the People's Party's method of setting off firecrackers inside iron buckets to create "gunshots" that the utilization rate of bullets was greatly improved.

After Cixi died, the Qing army retreated. In the entire Hangzhou city, the total number of bullets of the Guangfu Army remained less than three thousand rounds. If the Qing army really launched a fierce attack, the Guangfu Army would soon have to fight the Qing army with broadswords and spears.

Qiu Jin walked to Tao Chengzhang's side. These days she led the newly formed Dare-to-Die Corps to patrol day and night, participating in combat during wartime. Qiu Jin had thinned a lot. The once plump complexion now gave people a withered feeling, and many white hairs appeared at her temples. Qiu Jin, in her thirties, looked fully ten years older now.

"Lord Tao, ask the People's Party for help," Qiu Jin's throat had been hoarse for a long time; her voice sounded rough like sandpaper at this time.

"Send whom?" Tao Chengzhang asked somewhat sluggishly. This once energetic and enthusiastic revolutionary leader also lost his former appearance. His vitality had been drawn away by more than half by daily fighting and hardship; the remaining part could only maintain normal speaking and patrolling.

Qiu Jin glanced at the Guangfu Society soldiers in the city. The long siege warfare tortured these people into haggard appearances and slow movements. Qiu Jin was very puzzled about this. The People's Party actually experienced more battles, and the bloody and cruel degree was simply not comparable to the Guangfu Society. But why couldn't she see these things on the People's Party at all? From Chen Ke to the officers and soldiers below, everyone looked focused and full of vitality.

"Where do we fall short compared to them?" Qiu Jin thought silently. These days, there were actually quite a few people privately cursing Xu Xilin for hiding in safe Anhui and not returning, letting the Guangfu Society brothers in Hangzhou city die. Every time Qiu Jin heard these words, she gave a severe scolding.

Xu Xilin and the others had already done their best under Nanjing city. The Guangfu Society members who abandoned Xu Xilin and others to flee back to Hangzhou had no right to make irresponsible remarks. Without Xu Xilin and others bringing up the rear, the Guangfu Society being chased by the Jiangnan New Army, complete annihilation might not have been impossible. The People's Party also withstood the Qing army only after cruel fighting. The wounded escaped with their lives after fighting hard, yet they had to suffer such slander. Qiu Jin's dissatisfaction could be imagined. In fact, Qiu Jin even hoped Xu Xilin wouldn't return rashly. If Hangzhou unfortunately fell, those elite troops of Xu Xilin were the last connections of the Guangfu Society.

"Lord Tao, if there is no one, I will go now." Qiu Jin requested orders.

"No. Xuanqing, if you leave now, I'm afraid this city will scatter immediately." Tao Chengzhang looked sluggish, but actually could still judge the situation effectively.

"Lord Tao, everyone is full of complaints now. Sending them, heaven knows what the comrades will say." Qiu Jin also had sufficient thinking ability.

Tao Chengzhang swept a glance at the Guangfu Society members leaning everywhere. The retreat of the Qing army should be a happy thing. But there was only the look of survivors on these people. Some held the city wall and looked out timidly, some simply covered their faces and wept for joy. There was absolutely none of that excitement and high spirit after winning a defensive battle.

"Xuanqing, you stay to reorganize the troops. I will go ask for help." Tao Chengzhang said wearily.

"Lord Tao!" Qiu Jin never expected Tao Chengzhang to choose this.

"Xuanqing, no need to decline. These days, the only one who can lead everyone to persist is you. Apart from holding on desperately like other comrades, I can't accomplish anything. I feel reassured handing Hangzhou city to you. Going to see Chen Ke this time, I will go personally. Since I am the leader of the Guangfu Society, even if I have to kneel to death at Chen Ke's place, I will definitely request aid back." Tao Chengzhang's tone was extremely flat, as if talking about going for an outing.

"Lord Tao, you'd better stay in Hangzhou. Besides you, who else here can contact Guangfu Society comrades in various places?" Qiu Jin still opposed Tao Chengzhang leaving.

"Haha," Tao Chengzhang laughed neurotically upon hearing this, "Contact Guangfu Society comrades in various places? This siege has lasted for months; who among the people we sent out to contact brought anyone back? The comrades from Shaoxing came, but Shaoxing was already emptied by us; what use are those few dozen people who came? The only ones reliable now are the comrades in Anhui. I heard Besun (Xu Xilin) let the comrades engage in revolution with the People's Party in Anhui and learn seriously. Presumably, they also learned quite a lot. If we continue like this, it definitely won't work. The Guangfu Society must learn the People's Party's methods."

Qiu Jin agreed with these words. She stopped obstructing and instead smiled as heartily as possible: "Then Lord Tao doesn't need to worry about my side. As long as I am still here, I can definitely hold this Hangzhou city. Don't rush; come back after getting things done. Guns and ammunition, various aids, ask for as much as possible. Don't be polite with Wenqing (Chen Ke)."

When Tao Chengzhang set off for Anhui, the Central Committee of the People's Party also reached an agreement. Mobilize the second batch of 15,000 troops enlisted from the Dabie Mountain area to Fengtai County. Form the 106th Division with the remaining 5,000 troops. The 104th and 105th Divisions, which had finished reorganization and training, marched into Wuhan in the name of disaster relief. From July to August 1908, Hubei suffered "excessive rain causing disaster" in summer. "The three territories of Wuhan lake districts had no harvest, residents in the city were mostly in accumulated water." The disaster area covered 29 prefectures and counties. In heavily hit areas like Huanggang, Macheng, Huang'an, Qianjiang, Huangpei, "most became watery kingdoms, countless people drowned, disaster victims filled the wild." Because of disasters for five consecutive years, the suffering of the people was indescribable.

Before Cixi died, the People's Party troops had to confront Beiyang and had no power to move at all. Once Cixi died, the People's Party Central Committee approved the plan to march into Hubei after discussion. The purpose of this troop dispatch was to seize all areas north of the Yangtze River in Hubei. Especially the Hanyang Iron Works and related military industries; the People's Party was determined to get them. To achieve this goal, the elite troops of the People's Party turned out in full force, heading to Hubei for "disaster relief" under the leadership of General Political Commissar He Zudao.

The troops remaining in the Base Area were the 106th Division about to be formed on paper. The division commander was served by Pu Guanshui, and the political commissar was Xiong Mingyang who performed outstandingly. To stabilize the army's morale, Chen Ke personally commanded this force to confront Beiyang. With Chen Ke sitting in command, it seemed to give the comrades the confidence of five divisions. Comrades who originally opposed the main force entering Hubei also compromised temporarily.

Not only was the Anhui Base Area moving, but Military Commission Vice Chairman Hua Xiongmao and a portion of comrades from the Military Commission and Staff Department went to the Shandong Base Area. The four Beiyang divisions were fighting outside, and Beijing's troop strength was empty. After a year of construction, the gradually stable Shandong Base Area already had the ability to fight externally.

Chen Ke requested the Shandong troops to harass the Manchu Qing's Beijing city fiercely during this period, creating chaos. Let Yuan Shikai's attention be placed more on Beijing. To alleviate the threat the Base Area might receive.

After three years of revolutionary experience, starting from 8 people, this revolutionary party that grew up in countless temperings engaged in large-scale dispersed combat for the first time. Although Chen Ke didn't say it, there was great panic in his heart. If he faced complex situations and dangers himself, he might not even twitch an eyebrow. But these cadres and soldiers were all brought up by Chen Ke painstakingly; Chen Ke once used all his ability to protect them. And this protection had now reached the end; they had to stand alone.

No matter how he used "this is an inevitable process" to persuade himself, Chen Ke couldn't let it go. Hua Xiongmao departed first. Although their troops weren't many, they were all elites in the command system accumulated by the People's Party over these years. Chen Ke held Hua Xiongmao's hand and didn't want to let go no matter what.

Hua Xiongmao revealed a resolute smile, "Wenqing, don't worry. I will definitely coordinate well with the Shandong comrades and turn Hebei and Beijing upside down."

"Zhenglan!" Chen Ke wanted to say something to this comrade-in-arms who always followed by his side, but whether saying take care or be careful, it always felt wrong. Actually, what Chen Ke wanted to say was, "Don't die no matter what." But these words felt unlucky however he thought about it. Chen Ke finally let go of Hua Xiongmao's hand.

"Zhenglan, work well." This was the only sentence Chen Ke felt he could say smoothly.

Hua Xiongmao didn't expect Chen Ke to squeeze out such a sentence in the end. His expression instantly became solemn. Saluting Chen Ke seriously, Hua Xiongmao replied: "I will definitely listen more and learn more, and won't cause trouble for the Shandong comrades."

Chen Ke also returned the salute with a solemn expression. The two shook hands again, but neither spoke. Letting go of Chen Ke's hand, Hua Xiongmao walked towards the pier with other jubilant comrades.
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The work of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army going to Hubei for disaster relief had entered the track. The Staff Department and command organs at all levels had obtained the complete action plan. Because the People's Party's cultural popularization work was in place, at least commanders at all levels could read orders. Once culture, originally high above, entered the grassroots, its power was unparalleled. Not only in the general direction, but commanders even checked and counted various equipment against records. "A good memory is not as good as a rotten pen tip"; this was consistently propagated in the army. Being able to write and calculate had long been nothing strange; an army without culture had no combat effectiveness. Grandpa Mao said so, and Chen Ke carried out this guidance to the end firmly.

Since the troops could operate normally, He Zudao, as the supreme commander, was relaxed before dispatching troops. At this time, You Gou came to visit He Zudao. As soon as they met, You Gou asked urgently: "Zudao, do you think local production in Hanyang can be restored within two months this time going to Hubei?"

He Zudao smiled and replied: "I can't calculate this kind of thing; after all, disaster relief is the main focus. Moreover, once industrial production in the Wuhan area is restored, I will report this matter to the Central Committee immediately."

Hearing He Zudao's gentle, frank, yet neither humble nor arrogant reply, You Gou sighed, "Before when we didn't have designs on Hubei, our National Defense Science and Technology Commission (NDSTC) was okay. Now the people in the NDSTC are restless, wishing to take over Wuhan's industry fully tomorrow. Zudao, although work has to be done step by step, I still hope you can understand our urgent mood."

"Haha," He Zudao laughed, "Sister You Gou, we are also very anxious. There are tens of thousands of Hanyang-made rifles in the Hubei warehouses, not to mention bullets. Going to Wuhan this time, the troops left many weapons for the 106th Division; everyone is also waiting to change equipment upon arriving in Wuhan."

A few simple sentences had thoroughly exchanged and communicated the positions and thoughts of both sides. You Gou already knew there was no need to talk about work anymore. Looking up at He Zudao, the feeling of a frail youth was completely gone. Although he was still not tall, that kind of introversion, steadiness, and sincerity was definitely not the appearance of a teenager.

"Zudao, going to Wuhan this time, the work must be very hard. You take care." You Gou smiled.

"Sister You Gou, you take care too." Although He Zudao really wanted to say something else, the current situation was completely not the time to talk about private matters. Having done political work for so long, He Zudao knew very well what result would come from saying inappropriate words at an inappropriate time. No matter what thoughts he had in his heart, He Zudao controlled his emotions very effectively.

You Gou was a woman after all, and had instinctive sensitivity to this kind of emotional matter. She smiled and stepped forward to pat He Zudao's shoulder, "Zudao, you have really grown up. Our NDSTC is waiting here for your good news."

On September 13, 1908, He Zudao led the First Regiment of the 104th Division of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army to set off for Hubei.

The deaths of Cixi and Guangxu didn't calm China down. On the contrary, various forces that had once done a lot of superficial work for their own interests all began full-scale operations to fully utilize this opportunity of change.

The Hangzhou Guangfu Society commanded by Qiu Jin, counting only the number of people, was also a force that could be counted in China at this time. Sitting on a force of more than three thousand troops, influencing nearly ten thousand men and horses within a province, it could already count as a Viceroy, or at least a Prefectural level force. But the more than three thousand people of the Guangfu Society made no move in Hangzhou during this period. After the once imminent crisis passed, the Guangfu Society from top to bottom wanted to enjoy the rare relaxation.

The war ended temporarily, and Hangzhou, as a trading center, finally restored a little economic circulation. For the Guangfu Society, which hadn't seen realistic benefits for a long time, this was simply a good thing dropping from the sky. Although Qiu Jin had wisely requested not to rob, only allowing normal tax collection. To ensure the execution of these orders, Qiu Jin grasped this matter strictly. It couldn't be said there were no results, but it didn't take much time for Guangfu Society members to degenerate into the "tax collectors" they once detested extremely. Picking up the Manchu Qing's set of tricks, the Guangfu Society could be said to be driving a light carriage on a familiar road.

Qiu Jin's indignation at this could be imagined, but the gap between "harboring the ambition to cleanse the world" and "actually cleansing the world" was something Qiu Jin hadn't anticipated originally. Ideals, especially ideals lacking effective technical means support, were always beaten to smithereens after facing reality.

The fatal weakness of the Guangfu Society lacking governing concepts and political ability was exposed extremely clearly at this time. The People's Party's intelligence agency belonged to the People's Internal Affairs Committee. Their profession was only professional intelligence collection officers, not professional government affairs personnel. Even so, these intelligence personnel couldn't help expressing great regret for Qiu Jin's behavior in the intelligence reports.

"Facing complaints from numerous small vendors, besides setting up various daily patrols, Qiu Jin personally led people to patrol Hangzhou every day whenever she was free. But according to our observation, Qiu Jin has never established the vision of a police system, nor does she have cognition of a police system. Her motivation for action seems more like adherence to the traditional thinking of 'eliminating violence and pacifying the good', rather than aiming to establish effective management of Hangzhou. The result is that the bad elements quickly figured out the patrol patterns; they only implemented various small-scale bad incidents after the patrol team passed. On the other hand, the patrol team nitpicked various small matters. Because the Guangfu Society law enforcement personnel couldn't position themselves correctly, most personnel had the mentality of considering themselves 'Blue Sky Grand Lords' (upright officials). Not only did it not help solve the actual problems they found, but it intensified and expanded these actual problems instead. The result is that these meaningless actions pursuing 'absolute justice judgment' not only lowered the efficiency of patrols but even made the Hangzhou common people view the patrol team as another kind of trouble."

The comrade who wrote this report was named Li Tianxia. Because of this report, Li Tianxia was even specially noted by Chen Ke. Only then did he learn that Li Tianxia was a young talent highly regarded by Lin Shenhe, the current Vice Minister of Public Security of the Base Area. But Lin Shenhe dared not stop Qi Huishen from poaching people, so he was poached from the Ministry of Public Security to the People's Internal Affairs Committee. Chen Ke knew his authority wasn't suitable for forcibly transferring personnel posts over the Personnel Department. He had to stop his action at the level of "paying attention".

However, criticizing Qiu Jin's actions with Li Tianxia's report was undoubtedly incomplete. The reason Qiu Jin put her energy into Hangzhou's public security was that Qiu Jin's action of requesting Guangfu Society comrades from all over Zhejiang to come to Hangzhou failed completely. Guangfu Society members in various places either controlled local political power in various parts of Zhejiang or suffered heavy losses and were unable to fight again. No matter which reason, the result was perfunctory coping with the Guangfu Society Hangzhou Center controlled by Qiu Jin. No tearing of faces, nor any substantial aid actions. Even Qiu Jin's request for them to provide bullets received no reply from anyone.

Facing such a situation, Qiu Jin could only do her best. She hoped to "handle well" the immediate matters in Hangzhou, so that when Tao Chengzhang returned with a large amount of aid, the situation in Hangzhou at least hadn't deteriorated.

By the morning of October 1, Qiu Jin once again led people she trusted to patrol. Just about to go out, she saw someone rushing into the Hangzhou Governor's Yamen sweating profusely and panting. As soon as he entered the door, the man shouted out of breath: "Mr. Qiu, Qing troops are attacking."

Qiu Jin was startled. To monitor the movements of the Shanghai New Army, Qiu Jin had already sent several groups of scouts. But the one coming to report wasn't those scouts, but a sentry in the northwest direction of Hangzhou. The sentry's alert range was only twenty li.

"Where are the troops from?" Qiu Jin asked hurriedly.

Hearing the inquiry, the sentry's voice already had a crying tone, "Don't know. Those Qing troops looked to be over a thousand. We reported immediately after seeing them. Unexpectedly, those Qing troops ran extremely fast. Although we were three or four li ahead, the Qing troops started chasing after seeing us, and they caught up. Other brothers were killed by the Qing troops; I ran faster, only then did I make it back."

The sentry's report just reached here when gunshots rang out outside the North Gate of Hangzhou. Qiu Jin couldn't care about questioning the sentry anymore. She shouted to the comrades gathering around her: "Hurry and notify others, close the city gates. Also, let the Dare-to-Die Corps follow me to the North Gate."

The Dare-to-Die Corps was the core force of the Guangfu Society. When attacking Nanjing, the number once reached around a thousand. But after the Battle of Nanjing, the Dare-to-Die Corps either died in battle, were injured and didn't withdraw, or followed Xu Xilin to bring up the rear. The current backbone of the Dare-to-Die Corps was less than one hundred soldiers who were injured when attacking Hangzhou and had to stay in Hangzhou. The total number was only about four hundred.

Qiu Jin had always been very reassured about this team. At such a critical moment, only the Dare-to-Die Corps could implement defense before the Qing troops seized the North Gate.

It took more than ten minutes for the Dare-to-Die Corps to rush to the North Gate. However, the Qing troops didn't plan to seize the North Gate urgently. When Qiu Jin ascended the city wall, she saw the Qing troops begin to line up outside the moat of the North Gate. There were already more than three hundred Qing troops facing the North Gate directly, and more troops were running over from afar. The clothing of these Qing troops should be New Army, but it was quite different from the attire of the Shanghai Qing troops. Many of them, especially officers, wore blue long trench coats. Don't look down on just adding this trench coat; this Qing army team immediately appeared much more dashing, with a style completely overwhelming the Shanghai Qing troops.

The Guangfu Society personnel on the wall were pointing at the strangely dressed Qing troops when they saw a team of horses galloping over. Outside the range of the Guangfu Society, the horse team stopped. The person in the center raised a telescope to look towards the top of the wall. From the blue military uniform and the yellow bands all over the shoulders, chest, and cuffs, it could be seen that this person was a high official.

Qiu Jin also picked up a telescope and looked down. Perhaps because people holding telescopes were a minority in both queues, Qiu Jin saw in the lens barrel that the telescope of that Qing army high official was aimed right at her.

Duan Qirui saw a woman holding a telescope standing on the North Gate of Hangzhou, looking at him with a telescope. He put down the telescope and asked: "I heard there is a woman named Qiu Jin in the Guangfu Society rebel party, right?"

The officer following Duan Qirui immediately answered: "Commander Duan, there is indeed such a person. According to the news we heard from Shanghai, this woman inevitably holds a Japanese sword at the front line every time she fights; she is very brave."

"Japanese sword?" Duan Qirui did vaguely see something like a Japanese sword hanging at the waist of the woman opposite.

"Wait for the troops here to arrive fully, fire a few rounds first." Duan Qirui ordered.

"Lord Commander, actually if we could run a bit faster just now, we probably could have seized the North Gate." An officer said regretfully.

"Consider them lucky; we don't have many cavalry. Moreover, they ran four or five li first, didn't we almost catch up too." Duan Qirui didn't care too much about this kind of purely luck-based thing. The war with the People's Party gave Duan Qirui a profound lesson: any advantage that seemed easy to get often hid a dangerous trap.

In the war between the Beiyang Third Division and the People's Party, the Beiyang Army used troop strength several times the size of the enemy to try to eat up small groups of People's Party troops, and without exception, all fell into traps. In the last battle, the People's Party's water and land forces gathered, and Beiyang was already at a comprehensive disadvantage, let's not talk about that. But when the two sides lined up frontally for combat, the People's Party didn't take any advantage in two battles.

If they had advanced rashly with light troops just now, and the vanguard couldn't fight into the city but was blocked at the city gate instead. At this time, if Beiyang invested more troops for the attack, the city gate would become a meat grinder. The Beiyang Army simply couldn't withstand such losses now. So Duan Qirui chose the frontal attack method for attacking Hangzhou this time; he wanted to use the Beiyang Army's sufficient training and experience to overwhelm the rebels inside Hangzhou city.

It took a while for the troops to assemble. The Beiyang Third Division rebuilt in Xuzhou had nearly six thousand men. Duan Qirui brought out more than three thousand elites this time. However, one thousand of them split off to outflank the south of Hangzhou city. When Duan Qirui stormed the North City, this force would launch a surprise attack. So remaining in front of Duan Qirui were only more than two thousand men.

Duan Qirui rode his horse to the front of the team and stopped, "Brothers, before coming to Zhejiang this time, I asked everyone if you were willing to seek wealth in danger! At that time, brothers said you were absolutely not afraid of death. Now facing this Hangzhou city, I ask again, are you willing to seek this wealth!"

"Willing!" The officers and soldiers of the Beiyang Third Division shouted in unison.

Duan Qirui shouted loudly with a gloomy face: "Why attack Zhejiang? I can tell everyone now. After the Empress Dowager and the Emperor passed away, in this world of the Great Qing, the only place our Beiyang can intervene is Zhejiang. Those princes in the court just find our Beiyang Army unsightly and want to stop our supplies. Lord Yuan is in Henan, but that place Henan can only support the other three divisions. Our Third Division is in Jiangsu; how Jiangsu treats us, everyone knows very well. Letting us not starve to death, they feel they have given us great grace. Are you willing to suffer this bullshit anger?"

"Absolutely not suffering this bullshit anger!" The officers and soldiers of the Third Division shouted in unison. When in Beijing, these officers and soldiers ate well and drank well, living a comfortable life. But ever since the defeat, such good days were gone forever. This was also the reason why these more than three thousand people were willing to follow Duan Qirui thousands of li to Zhejiang.

"Brothers, Zhejiang is in the hands of these Guangfu Society rebels. If our Third Division wants to turn over, it won't work without military merit. Seeking revenge on the People's Party isn't for this moment. Now the main force of the Guangfu Society rebels is inside this Hangzhou city. I won't say any nonsense about loving the people like children. Capture this Hangzhou city, and brothers will absolutely not return empty-handed. I, Duan Qirui, guarantee everyone here, the things taken will all be given to brothers. I, Duan Qirui, won't take a single coin. Are you willing to gamble for this wealth?"

Since losing to the People's Party, when the Beiyang Third Division learned they could keep their lives, everyone felt very lucky. But after being released, the officers and soldiers knew they would have no future anymore. The court would absolutely not have a good face for a defeated army. Fortunately, Xuzhou was Lord Wang Shizhen's territory, so at least they didn't starve. But compared to the previous life of the Beiyang Third Division, such a life was worlds apart. So when Duan Qirui wanted to take everyone to raid Zhejiang, quite a few people were worried and didn't choose to participate. But more than half of the officers and soldiers finally chose to follow Duan Qirui on the expedition to Zhejiang.

After entering Zhejiang, the Third Division didn't encounter armed forces like the People's Party, and everyone's hearts in their throats slowly dropped back into their stomachs. And today when chasing those Guangfu Society scouts, everyone still ran leisurely, afraid of falling into an ambush. Unexpectedly, even so, they still almost annihilated the Guangfu Society scouts. This fact greatly encouraged the courage of the New Army.

Now hearing Duan Qirui's clear indication, the officers and soldiers roared in unison: "Willing!" "We are willing!"

The wealth of Jiangnan far exceeded the imagination of the Beiyang Army officers and soldiers. Not to mention the warm and humid climate, along the way the Beiyang Army marched hard, the patches of fertile fields on both sides of the road, and the clothing of the people by the roadside, obviously the area around Beijing city couldn't compare. Once Hangzhou city was taken, how many good things were inside the city naturally didn't need to be said. Moreover, Hangzhou city was in the hands of rebels; everyone didn't need to worry about so much after the battle. Plus Duan Qirui's guarantee, the Beiyang Army's morale was really a hundredfold.

"Good! Since everyone is willing, I won't say more. Start attacking the city!" Duan Qirui turned his back to Hangzhou city and issued the order.
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On the top of the North Gate of Hangzhou, Qiu Jin's eyebrows couldn't help trembling as she looked down. The roar of the New Army below the city wall could be heard clearly on the wall. They were all Northerners; Qiu Jin, who had stayed in Beijing, judged this fact clearly. Connecting with the attire of the New Army, their identity was already about to come out.

"Beiyang New Army!" Qiu Jin squeezed these few words out from her tightly clenched teeth.

The Guangfu Army Dare-to-Die Corps beside Qiu Jin didn't hear the words "Beiyang New Army"; their attention was attracted by the Beiyang New Army. Everyone's expression was different; the more Dare-to-Die Corps soldiers who had experienced fierce battles, the more solemn their expressions were. Precisely because they had experienced the test of life and death, they could feel the heavy killing intent emanating from these New Army soldiers below the city. These New Army soldiers below the city had not only killed people, but more terrifyingly, they knew how to kill people and had a strong desire for combat.

With a fluidity that the Shanghai New Army couldn't compare with at all, the New Army officers and soldiers under Hangzhou city began to check weapons and organize queues. Those officers riding horses just retreated slightly. They were not leaving the battlefield to hide in a safer rear; the riding officers just made way for the open space to facilitate the attack of the first row of New Army soldiers. The soldiers of the Guangfu Society Dare-to-Die Corps saw one of the officers draw a saber with a *shua* sound and raise it high in the air. Following this action, in the array of the Manchu Qing New Army, the flag bearers held their heads high and chests out, raising the military flags high at the same time.

"Ping!" Ji Ye's hoe hit a stone under the soil layer. Because Ji Ye used too much strength when waving the hoe, the reaction force numbed her hands. Letting the hoe chop crookedly into the soil, this seventeen-year-old girl Ji Ye suddenly raised her hand to cover her eyes and started crying.

The work of the Guangde County Lijiaji Work Team finally made progress. After finishing the work of cutting ten thousand bamboo poles a few months ago, a large open space was cleared on the mountain. The work team arranged for the villagers to learn techniques for raising earthworms to feed chickens, ducks, and pigs on one hand, and began planting mulberry trees on this large open space on the other.

Moso bamboo was a plant with extremely tenacious vitality; just cutting down the bamboo on the ground couldn't stop the moso bamboo from growing. The huge root system deeply rooted underground was intricate and connected; one had to rely on deep digging and ruthless digging to remove these root systems. Otherwise, the mulberry root system could hardly compete with the moso bamboo. Raising chickens and ducks showed results quickly, so the masses naturally favored this kind of scientific technology more. For planting mulberry trees, which required huge labor, less than fifteen families were willing to participate. Even among these fifteen families, five were weak labor families. They didn't put the main energy of the family on moso bamboo either, but just sent some people to come and help. Even so, many of the people sent were half-grown kids. The children weren't lazy, but their attention was too easily attracted by other things. Seeing things dug out of the soil, the children would swarm up to watch. Or if snakes and other animals appeared in the ground, the children would immediately scream and swing the farm tools in their hands to beat them indiscriminately.

Regardless of whether the attitude of the people was positive or not, the Lijiaji Work Team spent the rest of their time on labor, besides teaching, imparting agricultural knowledge, and helping the masses solve unexpected problems every day. Where did Ji Ye have experience with such heavy labor? The little girl ground blood blisters on her hands; when the blood blisters broke, calluses formed. Because it didn't hurt much after having calluses, she used too much force when waving the labor tools, and as a result, new blood blisters formed under the calluses. Sorrow suddenly came from within Ji Ye, and she wailed loudly.

The children who came to help were not on the mountain now. The comrades of the work team just looked up to see if Ji Ye was injured. Seeing Ji Ye wasn't injured, everyone immediately buried their heads and continued working. More than half a month ago, two students from the Base Area Agricultural School came to the work team. They brought some materials about bamboo and mulberry trees written by the Base Area Agricultural School. Combining theory with practice, the speed of eliminating bamboo root systems improved a lot visibly. Seeing that the dozen mu of land on the mountain were finally cleared up, some mulberry saplings transported from the Base Area had already been planted. The slogan of the work team was "Put in more effort, finish the first phase of the project as soon as possible."

After crying a few times, Ji Ye put down the hand covering her eyes and continued to wave the hoe while sobbing. Soon, the sobbing was gone too. The grievance in Ji Ye's chest turned into a kind of grief and indignation, and grief and indignation turned into strength. This seventeen-year-old girl waved the hoe desperately, digging randomly on the ground.

The arm raising the hoe high was grabbed by someone. Ji Ye turned her head and saw Work Team Captain Li Shouxian standing beside her. Li Shouxian sighed, "Comrade Ji Ye, take a rest."

These warm words calmed Ji Ye's grief and indignation a bit, but then she heard Li Shouxian say: "You are not efficient working like this."

Hearing that Li Shouxian cared not about her grief and pain but about her work efficiency, Ji Ye suddenly really wanted to choke Li Shouxian's neck with both hands and strangle Li Shouxian to death like a chicken in vigorous shaking.

However, this kind of thing was just a thought. Leaving aside that Li Shouxian had too much advantage in height and weight relative to Ji Ye, in the heavy work of Lijiaji, Li Shouxian had trained a strong body and developed muscles. Even so, Li Shouxian wasn't satisfied; he always held the People's Party's "Exercise Manual" and urged everyone to maintain exercise every day. Li Shouxian claimed that heavy physical labor did not equal exercise. Comprehensive physical training and paying attention to physical adjustment were the correct ways to maintain a strong revolutionary physique.

Ji Ye actually wanted to scold Li Shouxian severely, "If you trained so strong, then go fight a war. What are you messing around with a group of villagers in the village for?!"

But everyone was working, and Ji Ye felt it would be too silly to lose her temper like this, so she suppressed her anger, picked up the hoe, and continued to work. After all, she had several months of labor experience. The People's Party's work team training repeatedly taught everyone how to work. When Ji Ye calmed down to work, the effect was quite good. Perhaps she had vented just now, and her emotions were relieved. Moreover, after digging out and cutting off the root system, she needed to be careful of the sharp roots poking out and hurting her feet. Ji Ye's attention quickly returned to the labor itself. When the sun was about to set, Ji Ye looked up and found that there wasn't much left to complete.

"Call it a day! Continue tomorrow." Li Shouxian shouted.

Ji Ye couldn't help answering: "Just put in some effort and finish it today, wouldn't that be fine?"

"The problem is we can't finish it today. Such a piece of land, we have to work until tomorrow afternoon. When it's time to relax, let's not push ourselves too hard. Everyone rest well after going back; we still have to gather tree planting personnel. Tomorrow will be busy enough." Li Shouxian replied.

Ji Ye immediately recalled Li Shouxian discussing opening a mill a while ago. Needless to say, after the mulberry planting was completed, the next step was the start of the mill. Guangde County not only produced moso bamboo abundantly but also produced chestnuts abundantly. Eating too many chestnuts would cause dryness and constipation, but chestnut flour mixed with white flour could be steamed into wowotou (steamed corn/grain bread). And mixing chestnut flour with some other stuff could make "mixed pellet feed". It was said to be very useful stuff. There were chestnuts, moso bamboo, and mulberry trees near Lijiaji. Li Shouxian believed that if they continued like this, Lijiaji would take on a completely new look in a few years.

Thinking of this, Ji Ye asked: "Captain Li, how long are we going to work in this place?"

"What do you mean how long?" Li Shouxian didn't quite understand.

"I mean, are we going to live in this place and not leave in the future?"

"This depends on the organization's arrangement." Li Shouxian replied lightly.

"If the organization ignores us, will we keep working in this remote and poor place forever?" Ji Ye was scared by Li Shouxian's words of sticking to organizational principles.

"How is it called a remote and poor place? This place is not bad." Li Shouxian replied somewhat strangely.

Ji Ye looked down the hillside and saw patches of dilapidated thatched cottages standing in the setting sun. The black and yellow dry moso bamboo used as roof beams exposed a tattered section from the thatch. Although there was cooking smoke, the people entering and leaving every house were in ragged clothes. Children and dogs frolicked outside the doors. The only decent thing was a bamboo tube water diversion channel built under the lead of the work team not long ago, leading a spring directly into the village from the hillside.

Because she was responsible for education work, Ji Ye suddenly remembered a question in math class, "If the inlet pipe and outlet pipe of a pool are opened at the same time, how long does it take to fill a pool." Such a magical exercise became a reality in Lijiaji. At the end of the water pipe down the hill was a newly built multi-layer pool. Looking down from directly above, it looked like concentric circles. Several steps provided access for the masses to climb up this layered pool. The spring water led down poured into the top of the pool, and the overflowing water filled the layers of pools below layer by layer. Finally, the flowing water entered a pond dug on the ground. And after the pond water was full, it flowed along a ditch dug far away into a distant creek.

This arrangement not only ensured that the villagers could always get clean drinking water from the upper pools, but the lower pools could be used for washing clothes. When fetching water that didn't need to be so clean, one could just use a bucket to fetch water below. For a pool that took so much thought, most villagers were just watching the excitement when it was built. As a result, after it was built, without needing explanation, the villagers naturally saw the way. When they fetched their own drinking water, they always fetched it from the highest pool.

And the drainage ditch also played a role in the rainy season; rainwater rolled away along the drainage ditch, and no accumulation problem appeared at all. The villagers were not stingy with praise, but they were stingy with their own physical strength. As long as it was working for themselves and seeking welfare, the villagers were absolutely enthusiastic. Whenever doing something for the work team or for the collective interests of Lijiaji, there were very few followers. Only when "judging reasoning" (resolving disputes) did the villagers remember the work team. Every "judging reasoning" was a nagging and quarreling session that almost drove people crazy.

Having stayed in Lijiaji for only a few months, Ji Ye felt her energy seemed to be drained clean by this poverty-stricken mountainous area. She really couldn't see where "this place is not bad".

"Captain Li, do you plan to be in this place for a lifetime?" Ji Ye said with obvious dissatisfaction.

Li Shouxian packed up tools with everyone and replied casually, "A lifetime? How can I think that far? If the organization lets me work here, I work. If the organization asks me to go to other places, I go. Why think so much."

These words choked Ji Ye badly. She paused for a while before continuing to ask: "Then don't you have things you want to do yourself?"

"Things I want to do myself?" Scraping the mud stuck on the hoe with a bamboo piece on the ground, Li Shouxian then replied, "I used to want to do many things. The result was not only did I accomplish nothing, but my whole family almost starved to death. Now following the organization, everything can be accomplished. This bamboo is cut, mulberry trees can also be planted soon. Before long, if the mill is built, we can even provide grain to the county. With chestnut trees all over the mountains, how much chestnut flour will this grind? Exchanging for cloth, salt, and ironware, we are taking a huge advantage."

"That advantage didn't fall into your pocket either." Ji Ye really wanted to argue with Li Shouxian properly.

Li Shouxian frowned imperceptibly, but he soon laughed: "How is it called not falling into my pocket? We have to taste the chestnut flour ground from the best chestnuts first. Golden wowotou steamed with the best white flour transported here and this chestnut flour, plus duck meat, salted bamboo shoots. By the way, bamboo shoots stir-fried with big fat meat, that is very delicious. Once the mill is finished, I will go to the county and ask them to prepare a few pigs. Spices must also be prepared well. You don't know, we ate stewed pork made by Chairman Chen; thinking of it makes me drool. Not only having these dishes, I'll get some more wine, and everyone eat and drink well."

Ji Ye was still a seventeen-year-old girl after all. Hearing Li Shouxian's vivid description, she also felt her mouth watering, and her stomach began to rumble. And other comrades around, hearing Li Shouxian's description, couldn't help cheering.

"Let's go, go back to eat!" Seeing everyone had finished packing tools, Li Shouxian casually picked up the largest bundle of tools and carried it on his shoulder, taking the lead to walk down the mountain.

After labor, naturally, the appetite was wide open. The comrades of the People's Party paid great attention to personal hygiene. Besides the water diversion channel, public facilities in the village also included a bathhouse. However, only showers were provided. A branch pipe separated from the bamboo water pipe led directly to a large black thin iron bucket above the bathroom. After filling up, it would slowly flow into a pool below. On sunny days, the water in the big iron bucket was heated piping hot every day. After some adjustment, one could take a satisfying hot bath. However, such preferential treatment only existed when the People's Party work team tried it out in the first few days. Later, the common people spontaneously occupied the advantage of washing first.

Fortunately, it was only October now, and the weather wasn't too hot, so cold water baths weren't too cold either. After taking a bath, everyone bent over the table and chewed heartily. Just halfway through the meal, someone came in. Everyone looked; it was a messenger from the county. The messenger was a very cute-looking boy, less than twenty years old, very funny when speaking, and everyone liked him very much. Pulling the messenger to sit down and eat together, the messenger said while eating: "I came this time to notify the Guangfu Society comrades; Mr. Xu Xilin summons you back."

Ji Ye looked at the messenger gobbling down food. She was originally smiling, but hearing this news, the smile gradually faded from her face. Zhao Ziyong, the Guangfu Society comrade who came with Ji Ye, became very solemn.

"Did something happen?" Ji Ye asked hurriedly.

"Heard that the Guangfu Society repelled the Shanghai Qing troops. There is no other news. Not only Lijiaji, but all Guangfu Society comrades in other areas also have to return to the county seat. It seems this time it's possible to let all Guangfu Society comrades gather and return to Zhejiang together." The messenger continued to gobble; having run dozens of li, he was really hungry.

Returning to the Guangfu Society, this had always been Ji Ye's dream. To roam the battlefield with comrades again, not having to be with these unruly and difficult villagers. Ji Ye hoped countless times that this day would arrive soon. She knew she should show a happy smile, but why did her face seem to be smiling, but her heart wasn't happy at all? Ji Ye didn't understand this point very well.

After the meal, Ji Ye pulled Guangfu Society comrade Zhao Ziyong to a secluded place to talk about this matter. Zhao Ziyong usually didn't like to talk. Facing Ji Ye's inquiry, Zhao Ziyong managed to squeeze out a sentence with difficulty, "If they let us go back, we go back."

Ji Ye was immediately choked by this. She thought for a long time, then suddenly asked Zhao Ziyong in a low voice, "Brother Zhao, do you want to go back?"

Zhao Ziyong didn't speak this time. After a long time, he sighed. The conversation ended in silence like this.

Lying on the bed, Ji Ye tossed and turned, unable to sleep. If she went back, she would participate in war, while the present Lijiaji was... peace? Thinking of this, Ji Ye felt the things she couldn't figure out before suddenly became clear. When she first arrived at Lijiaji, Ji Ye couldn't walk into a peaceful life because of the war. And now, no matter how boring this peace looked, Ji Ye found it hard to return to the battlefield. Thinking of this, Ji Ye felt her body trembling uncontrollably. Returning to the battlefield meant facing death again. She didn't want to die.

This world was very big. When Ji Ye followed her brother and the Guangfu Society team to many places in Zhejiang, she thought this was already a very vast space. But outside Zhejiang, there were Jiangsu and Anhui, and there were more and broader worlds. when members of the work group talked about Fengtai County, the core base of the People's Party, they talked about the factories and schools there, the vast fields, the flocks of ducks, and the scenery on both sides of the Huai River. If taking a boat from Fengtai County, going east could reach the vast Hongze Lake. Ji Ye heard them talk about these and really wanted to go and see.

Not only this vast world, but there were also many, many delicious foods. Even if she couldn't eat the delicious food from afar, just the sumptuous feast after the mill was built described by Li Shouxian, Ji Ye really wanted to eat it. But once returning to the battlefield, these all became extravagant hopes.

Just in this wavering, Ji Ye suddenly remembered her brother. Her brother died in the war with the Manchu Qing, and the Manchu Qing hadn't been defeated yet. Ji Ye once swore to overthrow the Manchu Qing and avenge her brother. At least break through Nanjing city. But the current situation was far from that time. Thinking of her brother's death, fear disappeared completely from Ji Ye. A strong emotion that had been forgotten arose abruptly. Peace was nothing anymore; fear seemed to no longer have meaning. As long as she could take revenge! Ji Ye was willing to go to the battlefield again.

Without doubts, Ji Ye calmed down quickly. Perhaps the excitement consumed too much energy, and of course, the daytime labor also accumulated enough fatigue; Ji Ye fell asleep before long.

Her left leg kicked violently; Ji Ye woke up suddenly. At this time, she didn't know what time it was; anyway, it was pitch black outside. Ji Ye felt drowsiness had disappeared completely. The habit of getting up early formed these days made Ji Ye unable to lie down. She turned over and got off the bamboo bed. Ji Ye put on her clothes and walked out. Just out of the gate, she heard someone ask in the dark: "Who!"

"Ah!" Ji Ye was scared into screaming. Looking closely, she saw a figure in the moonlight. Identifying carefully, it was actually Li Shouxian.

"Captain Li, it's me!" Ji Ye patted her chest with her hand and replied.

"Oh, Comrade Ji Ye." Li Shouxian laughed.

"Captain Li, why are you up so early?" Ji Ye felt her heart was still pounding from fright.

"You are leaving soon; preparing some food for you on the road."

Hearing this, Ji Ye felt warm in her heart. Although yesterday she really wanted to strangle Li Shouxian alive, Ji Ye herself had long forgotten that unhappiness completely. She smiled: "I'll help you."

"Okay, let's go fetch water together." Li Shouxian finished speaking and handed the few bamboo tubes in his left hand to Ji Ye.

The moonlight was very bright; there was no one by the pool. As a public living facility convenient for the masses, the enthusiasm of the masses to participate was still there. Using bamboo as pillars and thatch to weave the roof, a simple covering room like a pavilion was finally completed with the participation of the masses. Inside and outside the pool were pasted with cyan stone pieces using cement, so it felt very good. The villagers said this was the place spitting water. Unknown where they got a hollow dragon head; putting it on the bamboo tube, the cool and sweet spring water sprayed out continuously from the dragon's mouth.

"Captain Li, I originally came here to learn revolution with you guys. But I didn't learn well; I still don't understand how to make revolution until now." Ji Ye said somewhat regretfully.

"The party organization mentioned this matter. I think you've learned just about enough." Li Shouxian replied.

"What does 'just about enough' mean?" Ji Ye asked in surprise.

"'Just about enough' means that you are unwilling to accept these revolutionary principles now, but you have heard all the revolutionary principles."

"Then what exactly are revolutionary principles?" This was the question Ji Ye didn't understand the most.

"I think the revolutionary principle you lack now is mainly the lack of cognitive method, which is how to do things. Take this pool for example. The pool we see, the effort spent when building it was only one-tenth of the whole thing. Nine-tenths of the effort was preparing materials and preparing manpower organization. If only looking at the labor of building the pool, or thinking that only building this visible actual construction is the whole thing, that is wrong. Anything requires a lot of preparatory work. Without these invisible preparatory works, there will absolutely not be the result you can see."

Ji Ye was also a smart child, plus she personally participated in the ins and outs of this project. After thinking for a while, she suddenly saw the light, "Captain Li, it's what you said before: one thing has a hundred links, and not a single link can be missing. Missing one, the thing can't be done. Right."

"That's it." Li Shouxian replied, "I know Guangfu Society comrades really want to know how our People's Party does things. Our People's Party actually didn't do anything amazing; it's just that for these hundred links, we did them all personally. Please note, did them personally. Instead of letting others exert effort for us."

"But we also exchanged a lot of things with the masses." Ji Ye asked.

"Right, the things we exchanged with the masses, we also produced them ourselves, right." Li Shouxian replied.

Ji Ye forgot to fetch water. Carrying the bamboo tubes, she thought left and right. Everything the work team got from the masses was something the work team actually owned. Every single thing was the fruit of the work team's labor. Recalling the Guangfu Society's style, Ji Ye discovered that the real things the Guangfu Society could actually take out were actually very, very few.

"Why can the People's Party comrades take out so many things?" Ji Ye asked.

"Because we are laborers. Laborers are creators. We created a lot of things through labor, so of course, we have products that can be used for exchange."

Seeing Ji Ye falling into thought again, Li Shouxian said: "I have also heard of some secret society styles. How to say it? The best way to make people believe is to use the real things you have now to exchange voluntarily with the masses. If the masses are unwilling to exchange, that's already very bad. If you have nothing, and you draw a pie in the sky, saying you give me what and what, and I will definitely let you have this big pie in the future. What do you think this looks like?"

"Haha, this is a Jianghu swindler." Ji Ye laughed. But just after laughing, she understood what Li Shouxian really wanted to point out. Ji Ye stopped laughing instantly.

After a good while, the heat on her face caused by shame subsided, and Ji Ye continued to ask: "But our Guangfu Society doesn't have so many things. If we don't get support, we can't fight the Manchu Qing at all."

"It's not that the Guangfu Society doesn't have things, but the Guangfu Society doesn't know what the common people really want. Before we came to Lijiaji, the masses here wanted a better life. Suppose our work team leaves now and doesn't stay in this Lijiaji anymore; what the masses want is still a better life. This is the need of the masses."

Hearing Li Shouxian's words, Ji Ye immediately became excited, "Right, right. If the Manchu Qing is overthrown, the common people can live a good life immediately. So we have to overthrow the Manchu Qing first."

"Haha, Comrade Ji Ye. Your view is wrong. If we don't overthrow the Manchu Qing, the Manchu Qing will come to kill us revolutionary people. Overthrowing the Manchu Qing is for the immediate life and death survival of us revolutionaries. What does this have to do with the common people?"

"Huh?" Ji Ye had never heard such a strange argument and was stunned for a moment.

Seeing Ji Ye had no way to figure out these principles, Li Shouxian changed the angle, "Let's put it this way. Everyone says the Manchu Qing is bad, corrupt officials, extortionate levies. This is correct. But our People's Party conquered Guangde County; there are no corrupt officials, no extortionate levies. But where has the life of the common people become better?"

Ji Ye didn't make a sound. In these few months in Lijiaji, the people's life was very bitter and poor. This was why Ji Ye called Lijiaji a "remote and poor place".

"Then aren't they better now?" Ji Ye replied almost a bit roguishly.

"It's better now because the masses labored, and the fruits of labor were obtained by the laboring masses. Then life will naturally become better. More labor in the future, life will also become better."

"Our Guangfu Society says so." Ji Ye said this with no confidence.

Li Shouxian mercilessly exposed Ji Ye's last card, "Your Guangfu Society says so, but your Guangfu Society has never done so."

Ji Ye didn't make a sound. Although she really wanted to use the unique rebuttal method of children when they couldn't win an argument, that is, "You didn't do better than me," the fact of working together made Ji Ye unable to say even this.

Li Shouxian didn't pursue and attack relentlessly, "Comrade Ji Ye, we People's Party believe that what the revolution wants to establish is an alliance of laborers. What is a laborer? People like you and me are laborers. Like the masses who took the initiative to participate in cutting bamboo for the first time, they are laborers. Revolution is uniting such laborers."

Ji Ye couldn't help nodding slightly because she also liked working with these people. If the problem faced with these people was only "suffering from fatigue", then being with others meant being with all kinds of disgusting and angry things.

"Comrade Ji Ye, suppose the Manchu Qing fights back to Guangde County now, and we flee in panic. Do you think those laboring masses will bring the Manchu Qing to chase and arrest us?"

"Definitely not."

"What if the Manchu Qing offers a reward of one hundred taels of silver?"

"This..." Ji Ye thought for a moment before saying, "I think not."

Li Shouxian lowered his voice and said: "What if it's those few loafers in the village?"

"Haha." Ji Ye laughed.

"So, our friends are laborers. Comrade Ji Ye, if you return to Zhejiang, you must remember this matter clearly. Who are our friends, who are our enemies? This is the primary question of the revolution."

Fetching water and cooking. After dawn, everyone ate breakfast and prepared luggage. Ji Ye, Zhao Ziyong, and Li Shouxian went to the county seat together. Hurrying along the way, when they arrived at the agreed gathering point in the county, they already saw many Guangfu Society comrades there. Ji Ye smiled: "Captain Li, if I can come back, you have to treat me to the meal of chestnut flour wowotou you talked about."

"Okay, I will definitely choose the best chestnut flour wowotou, and other dishes mentioned, I will treat you to all of them." Li Shouxian answered with a smile.

The three shook hands and said goodbye. Li Shouxian didn't return directly to Lijiaji; he went to the People's Party Guangde County Committee.

After seeing Li Shouxian, the County Committee Director handed a transfer order to Li Shouxian. "Comrade Li Shouxian, in view of your outstanding work results in Lijiaji, the Organization Department transfers you to work in the Wuhan three towns area of Hubei. This is the transfer order. Go back and prepare, depart immediately."

"Yes!" Li Shouxian answered in a loud voice.
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Flames were burning ragingly inside a dilapidated Xuande furnace covered in rust and blackened by smoke and fire. On a rush cushion in front of the Xuande furnace sat a man cross-legged in ragged clothes, with a pair of ragged straw sandals tied to his feet. Unlike ordinary people wearing queues, this man didn't comb the hair on his forehead back like the common people of this era; such a hairstyle would expose a shiny forehead. This man's front hair was cut into short bangs, and the hair at the back wasn't braided either but gathered into a bun, held casually by a white wooden hairpin.

If Chen Ke saw this man's look, he would immediately associate it with Ng Man-tat's look in "A Chinese Odyssey". This man, who looked quite like Ng Man-tat, had his eyes closed tight, muttering incantations in his mouth. He had quite the style and mystery of performing magic arts. A group of men wearing queues, each holding a red-tasseled spear, stood four or five meters away from the man, looking at him anxiously. Just as they were waiting anxiously, the man on the rush cushion suddenly stood up. He fiercely sprinkled the powder in his hand into the Xuande furnace. The powder flew into the flames which had started to die down, and suddenly ignited a plume of thick smoke. Although they had seen this kind of ritual, the onlookers still instinctively took a step back in unison.

The man performing the ritual pulled out a sheet of yellow paper from his bosom, picked up a brush from a chicken blood bowl on the ground, and scribbled a spell. Then he threw the yellow paper into the Xuande furnace. The yellow paper turned into ashes in an instant, and fly ash particles rose straight into the air with the rising airflow in the furnace.

The man threw down the brush, closed his eyes, and fell back onto the rush cushion. Just at the moment when everyone couldn't help moving forward slightly in anxiety, this hero performing the ritual suddenly jumped up from the rush cushion. He trembled all over, his eyes staring round. Then he shouted with a sharp voice that was quite difficult for ordinary people to imitate: "Taiyin (Great Yin/Moon) comes from the West, the Red Flag enters the world. Twin reds meet, beholders' lives hang in the balance."

After shouting this verse twice in a row, the man sat back on the rush cushion and regained his calm. The fire in the Xuande furnace behind him also gradually extinguished.

When the man opened his eyes and stood up with a normal expression, the people around immediately surrounded him, "Master Wu, what exactly does this divination mean?"

When "Master Wu" regained a calm expression, he looked like a very steady middle-aged man. After this tossing about, the master repeated the verse with a tired look before starting to explain. The content was roughly that a force flying a red flag would be disadvantageous to the Red Spear Society in front of them.

"Since both are crimson red, they must clash. The Old Master of the Red Spear Society suddenly got a strange illness a while ago and fell ill; why did a healthy person get sick just like that?" Master Wu explained with a focused attitude, "I think the red flag itself clashes (fan chong), and that talisman on the flag is the chief culprit."

"So that's it!" The leading man suddenly saw the light, "That was when the People's Party just came to our place."

"I felt it was evil looking at that flag of the People's Party. No words written on the flag, but a ghost talisman painted instead."

"Go talk to them, ask them to change the talisman on the flag for us."

Those who came to ask Master Wu for divination results were one of the sub-branches of the Shandong Red Spear Society at Menglianggu. The Old Master suddenly fell ill a while ago, and seeking medical advice and medicine didn't work. Having no other choice, they came to ask this famous Master Wu to point out a way. Since they got the result, the Red Spear Society congregation offered a considerable amount of incense money and then went out.

Menglianggu was a small rocky mountain located in the Yimeng Mountain area in south-central Shandong Province. Located between Mengyin and Yinan counties. "Gu" was the local common name for square mountain terrain with flat tops and steep slopes. Menglianggu belonged to low mountains, with an average altitude of about 400 meters, and the highest peak Dadingzi was 575 meters. Menglianggu was located on the north-south traffic artery of the Yimeng Mountain area; the terrain was dangerous, and it had been a place contested by militarists since ancient times.

The People's Party's Shandong Base Area was initially set up in the south of Yimeng Mountain. With the expansion of strength, the advance troops had already entered the Menglianggu area. The Shandong Base Area believed that after controlling this area, they could fully enter the northern part of Meng Mountain and complete the full control of the Yimeng Mountain area.

Shandong men had simple and honest characters. Since they believed Master Wu's words, each one was "filled with righteous indignation" and immediately organized a team to look for the People's Party, wanting the People's Party to change the "ghost talisman" on the flag.

Everyone just arrived at the foot of the mountain when they heard the rumbling sound of horse hooves coming from behind the hills in the distance. This group of horsemen was huge; the Red Spear Society brothers simply couldn't hear exactly how many cavalrymen there were. A moment later, they saw two teams of cavalry bypass the hills and appear in front of everyone. All horses were shod, knocking out crisp sounds on the rocky ground. And with countless cavalrymen advancing together, the crisp sounds converged into a thunderous roar.

Two flag bearers at the head of the two cavalry teams held high two red flags. On the crimson flags fluttering in the wind, bucket-sized yellow hammer and sickle symbols were clearly visible. Although shocked by the might of this large cavalry unit, the Red Spear Society brothers didn't flinch at all. They raised their red-tasseled spears one after another and formed a formation.

Seeing someone blocking the way, the cavalrymen slowed down and soon stopped on the road. Soon two horses came out from the crowd; they were Pang Zi and Chai Qingguo. Chai Qingguo stopped his horse more than thirty steps away from the Red Spear Society members.

"Are those brothers from the Red Spear Society in front? I am Chai Qingguo, coming to pay respects to the mountain." Chai Qingguo shouted.

Sure enough, the rightful owner came! The Red Spear Society brothers exchanged glances, and their leader also walked out of the Red Spear Society queue. "Just talking about finding you, and you delivered yourselves to the door."

Although the Red Spear Society's tone was unkind, Chai Qingguo still cupped his fists in salute. "Wonder what advice these brothers have?"

Although the Red Spear Society people knew the strength of the two sides was disparate, Shandong people were honest; once they made up their minds, they were afraid of nothing. The leader told Chai Qingguo straightforwardly to ask the People's Party to change the symbol on the flag. After finishing, the leader shouted: "I'll leave my words here today; if you don't change the flag, don't think about entering our mountain."

Chai Qingguo wasn't angry at all. He turned his head to look at Pang Zi beside him; a sneer hung on the corner of Pang Zi's mouth, but he didn't speak.

Turning back, Chai Qingguo smiled: "Gentlemen care about the Old Master; I think that's not wrong. But the Old Master is sick; instead of finding a good doctor, you believe that bullshit nonsense; isn't this asking for trouble? If everyone says our flag hindered the Old Master, didn't the Old Master get sick before we came? When he was sick a few years ago, I even asked someone to send medicine to the Old Master. Is this sickness the same as last time?"

As a famous "former horse bandit" in Shandong, Chai Qingguo had wide connections. Actually, he really hadn't met the Old Master, but the other party was the Red Spear Society. There were only those few famous people in this lineage; Chai Qingguo was confident he could quickly establish a relationship with the Old Master.

Sure enough, this lie told without blushing or heart skipping immediately intimidated this bunch of youngsters. Everyone had heard of Chai Qingguo's name; that was a senior. According to the seniority of various branches, if the Old Master met Chai Qingguo, he would probably have to call him Junior Uncle. These juniors were just annoyed in a moment of urgency, so they challenged Chai Qingguo regardless of everything. Hearing Chai Qingguo say this, their momentum disappeared immediately.

"So you say, you can cure the Old Master's illness?" The leader asked half-believingly.

Chai Qingguo said loudly: "I am not a doctor; I don't understand treating illnesses. But there are doctors in our team who will try their best to treat the Old Master. Listening to what you said, the Old Master is seriously ill. Lead the way quickly. Seeing the patient is important."

The military doctor was newly transferred to the Shandong Base Area. Like the military doctors cultivated on a large scale by the People's Party, he was very young but had three years of study and practical experience. Upon examination, he found it was appendicitis. And it had reached a very dangerous late stage.

"Must operate quickly," the military doctor said to Chai Qingguo.

"Can you guarantee safety? How sure are you?" Chai Qingguo asked in a low voice.

"Can't guarantee this; I don't even know if it has perforated. Operating now, there is still a forty percent hope. If not saved, he won't last three days." The military doctor gave a definite answer. In these years, medical care was extremely scarce, and the death rate after getting sick was very high. The People's Party never lacked various dissection and observation subjects.

Chai Qingguo pondered for a while. In these years, it wasn't strange at all if people died of illness. It wasn't strange if treatment had no effect and the patient died. But once the knife was used for surgery and the person died, the patient's family would absolutely not let the doctor go. They would definitely think the cause of death was the doctor intentionally harming people. Everyone lacked medical knowledge, so saying anything wouldn't work.

But the current situation was even more difficult. The Old Master was already delirious from illness, and those youngsters believed the shaman's words, insisting that the People's Party's flag hindered the Old Master. If the treatment was unsuccessful, that would be resentment absolutely impossible to dissolve. As the leader of the troops, Chai Qingguo was really in a dilemma.

"Regardless, treat him. Can't just watch a person die in front of us like this." Chai Qingguo made up his mind quickly.

Members of the medical team immediately began to prepare for surgery. Chai Qingguo called the current leader over, "The intestine inside the Old Master's belly is swollen. We have to cut open the belly and cut off this swollen intestine."

"What?!" The current leader was the Old Master's nephew. Hearing this, he roared as if scalded by a branding iron.

"I knew you wouldn't believe it; what have you seen, you little brat." Chai Qingguo didn't explain at all, just giving him a severe scolding right away. Not to mention, this awe-inspiring high-pressure posture actually took effect. The Red Spear Society people didn't know what illness the Old Master had. If he explained blindly to the Old Master, it would instead make people with no concept of medicine think wildly. Chai Qingguo coming up to scold the young dolls for knowing nothing effectively suppressed the scene.

The Old Master's nephew wilted. Hearing about doing some surgery, cutting open the Old Master's belly, taking out the swollen intestine. The young man who usually didn't fear knives and guns was scared pale at this time.

"The Old Master was a hero all his life; taking knives and guns on his body, he didn't even blink. How does he have such a worthless nephew like you!" Chai Qingguo scolded right in his face.

"Chai, Senior Chai. I can't make the decision on this matter. In case he can't be saved..."

"If he can't be saved, that's fate. Who do you think you are; can you bear such a big matter? Go, call the brothers of the sub-branch together for me." Chai Qingguo shouted.

The sub-branch actually only had forty or fifty people; the only one who could make decisions was the Old Master. A group of young people heard Chai Qingguo finish talking about cutting open the belly to cut the intestine, and they were also scared ashen.

Chai Qingguo looked at this group of people with the contemptuous expression unique to elders for a while before saying: "We came here to save people; telling you is just to make it clear. The Old Master and I have both fought the court before; a friendship of life and death. The Old Master has a tough life; if he can survive this pass, we are naturally happy. If the Old Master can't survive this pass, I, Chai Qingguo, will personally order people to wear mourning for the Old Master and carry the coffin to the end. You guys prepare the funeral affairs now, wash away the evil spirit (Chongsha)!"

Folk belief held that there were two extreme methods of saving people as a last resort: "Chongxi" (joyous event to wash away bad luck) and "Chongsha" (preparation for death to trick the spirits). Chongxi was letting the critically ill person marry a new wife; Chongsha was preparing the spirit shed and funeral affairs, pretending to do it. Chai Qingguo proposed the Chongsha plan as an elder, and these youngsters obeyed the order. They started to build the spirit shed. Because they got rid of the responsibility, these people felt much lighter in their hearts.

Here he suppressed those reckless young lads, and the surgery started quickly. After ether gas anesthesia, the surgery began. Accurately cutting open the abdominal cavity, they saw the extremely large appendix swollen due to inflammation. The military doctors breathed a slight sigh of relief. The Old Master came from a martial arts background, and his constitution was quite good. Even though inflamed, the appendix hadn't ulcerated yet. As long as bacteria didn't enter the abdominal cavity, this surgery would be much easier to handle. After a tense surgery was completed, the military doctor came out to tell Chai Qingguo that the hope of saving the patient reached sixty percent. But because the appendicitis dragged on for a relatively long time, the white blood cell count in the patient's body was extremely high. The old man was also over fifty; whether this body could withstand the post-operative period was still a big question.

Chai Qingguo asked the doctors to treat him well and began arranging accommodation for the troops. By the second half of the night, the Old Master finally woke up. The family members saw the old man's condition improve, and everyone was extremely happy. The original hostility towards the People's Party instantly transformed into extreme friendliness and trust.

The Old Master finally understood the ins and outs of the matter, and immediately scolded these youngsters with a weak voice, "You believed that Old Ghost Wu's words too? Isn't this clearly cheating us?"

"Old Brother, you just finished surgery; don't make yourself angry again." Chai Qingguo advised.

The next day, Chai Qingguo let Pang Zi lead the troops to continue advancing, while he himself stayed here with the medical team comrades. After all, one couldn't be completely at ease about the situation after surgery. Moreover, Chai Qingguo always wanted to confirm something. Bullying outsiders was human nature. As a newcomer force in Shandong, it wasn't too outrageous a guess that shamans pushed the results of various unfavorable divinations onto the People's Party. But almost all shamans did this; Chai Qingguo always felt this was too magical.

The People's Party wasn't an annoying organization in Shandong. Known as the eight hundred li of Meng Mountain and Yi River, the People's Party spent more than a year gradually building its own regime in the south. The mass base also gradually settled down. Moreover, there was a small piece of border area between Anhui and southwestern Shandong. Many Shandong comrades also planned on the map to establish a base area including southern Shandong and northern Jiangsu, reaching straight to the seaside. In such a situation, the unanimous opposition of shamans to the People's Party was really puzzling and implicitly worrying.

The Old Master's body didn't recover fast; after all, he was a person over fifty. This surgery only had the effect of saving his life. On the sickbed, while accepting infusion, the Old Master wanted to thank the doctors in person. The military doctors had already gone to the village to treat the masses for free. Thanks could only be postponed again. The Old Master asked about the purpose of Chai Qingguo's trip. The news of the People's Party's large troop passing through had already spread.

"Old Brother, we are going to fight the Manchu Qing. Now coming to pay respects to the mountain first, to see the meaning of brothers from various routes." Chai Qingguo replied.

"Fight the Manchu Qing? Where are you preparing to fight? Jinan?" The Old Master was very puzzled.

"Although Shandong will be fought, that's a matter for later. This time we are going to Hebei to rob the Imperial Estates (Huangzhuang)." Chai Qingguo replied lightly.

"Rob Imperial Estates?" Not only the Old Master but the surrounding youths were also startled.

"Old Brother, if we fight too hard in Shandong, I'm afraid when we withdraw, the government troops will chase over and harm the common people. In previous years, we suffered a big loss from this." Chai Qingguo brought up history.

Mentioning old matters, the Old Master couldn't help sighing. When fighting Beiyang back then, everyone ran home when defeated. As a result, Beiyang chased relentlessly, and quite a few relatives died instead. Hearing Chai Qingguo say this, the Old Master felt much lighter in his heart. Even so, the Old Master still didn't feel reassured, "Brother Chai, it's not for me to lecture you. Can you win fighting all the way to Hebei? Following Chief Zhao back then, so many brothers, finally didn't win either. How many men and horses do you have now?"

Since the Old Master didn't believe Chai Qingguo could win this time, Chai Qingguo changed the subject, "Old Brother, I was just passing by this time. Just happened to meet these youngsters blocking the road because you were sick, only then did I know you were sick. If not for these youngsters, I would really have missed it."

"This is my good luck, meeting you, brother. This injury to the internal organs, how could one survive. Brother, I thank you."

"Being brothers, naturally one must step forward when encountering things. By the way, Old Brother, later our medical team will patrol the mountains to treat illnesses. When they arrive here, can you let them stay at your place?"

"Of course!" Hearing that doctors would travel to treat illnesses later, the Old Master was overjoyed. Because of excessive excitement, it pulled the wound, and he couldn't help frowning.

"Old Brother, don't rush. Let the people under you handle this kind of thing. You rest well now."

Coming out from the Old Master's place, Chai Qingguo took a few comrades and went to see Master Wu under the lead of the Red Spear Society sub-branch brothers. Along the way, the Red Spear Society brothers cursed "Master Wu" as a liar, claiming they would burn Master Wu's "dog kennel" later. Chai Qingguo didn't commit himself. The group arrived at Master Wu's place. They saw a dilapidated temple from unknown years ago, with fallen walls and leaning rooms. Just wondering how much courage Master Wu must have to dare live in this broken house. The Red Spear Society brothers had already led everyone to the back of the temple. There was a shack there, and they saw Master Wu carrying a broken pot out of the shack. Seeing the crowd coming aggressively, Master Wu stopped there and said with relief: "Gentlemen came so fast, it is beyond my expectation."

This "speechcraft" bluffed the Red Spear Society brothers. Chai Qingguo was knowledgeable and experienced, and secondly, under Chen Ke's instructions, the Shandong Base Area had studied the "speechcraft" tricks of these Jianghu swindlers. Although slightly shaken in his heart, Chai Qingguo quickly recovered his calm.

The Red Spear Society brothers were still young and couldn't hold back. Stunned for a moment, they took the initiative to curse Master Wu for deceiving people. In this scolding, the secret was quickly leaked. Hearing that the People's Party had good doctors, a trace of joy flashed in Master Wu's eyes. But Master Wu sighed, "This is Heaven's Will. Divination always brings disaster to oneself. I leaked too many heavenly secrets, and misunderstanding Heaven's Will is also possible. Not only is the Old Master sick, my wife also suffered heavenly punishment." After speaking, Master Wu went into the house and led a woman out.

They saw a tumor the size of a fist swelling high behind the woman's cheek. The few Red Spear Society brothers stepped back in fright.

Master Wu said: "Gentlemen, the People's Party's flag is a crimson flag, using the Fire Virtue Star Lord. The Manchu Qing values black, using black flags. That is Water Virtue. Water and fire are absolutely incompatible; either Fire Virtue starts a prairie fire, or Water Virtue covers the earth. My attainment is shallow, always deducing unclearly about this. But even so, divining Heaven's Will created heavenly punishment. This divination, I said whatever I divined. Although ambiguous, it wasn't a bad hexagram. This People's Party brother, can I borrow the auspicious number of this hexagram to save my wife? Heaven has the virtue of loving life; planting good causes yields good results. I still hope this brother has pity."

These words bluffed the Red Spear Society people into a daze. Seeing the terrible shape of that woman's tumor, they lost the intention to beat Master Wu soundly. Instead, Chai Qingguo felt between laughter and tears. An old Jianghu slicker was an old slicker. The Red Spear Society called Master Wu a liar; Master Wu didn't say he was a liar, only admitting the divination wasn't accurate. And he pulled out his wife with a malignant disease as a shield. As long as the Red Spear Society believed "Destiny and Heaven's Will" existed, they would think Master Wu wasn't a liar but "not skilled enough". Then this set of feudal superstition stuff could continue to be played. And the current situation was that Master Wu still held the scene.

Seeing he held the scene, Master Wu then begged Chai Qingguo and the others bitterly to save a life. Not only begging like this but also putting high hats of flattery like "People's Party occupying Fire Virtue" and "Heaven's Will" on Chai Qingguo's head one by one. Not to mention, even though Chai Qingguo already believed feudal superstition was nonsense, hearing these sets of rhetoric refined by Jianghu swindlers, Chai Qingguo still felt quite good in his heart.

Of course, Chai Qingguo was a People's Party member after all. The discussion results at the Party Committee meeting also echoed in Chai Qingguo's mind, "Chairman Chen's evaluation of the existence of feudal superstition is like this: rulers need the feudal superstition system to brag for them, to whitewash for them. After twisting the people's worldview, the Manchu Qing rule deceiving the people can get an important pillar. Why must our People's Party oppose feudal superstition? Because supporting our People's Party is science and democracy, is seeking truth from facts. So our struggle with feudal superstition is an arduous and long-term struggle. If we want to obtain final victory in this struggle, we must popularize science among the masses. And popularizing science is definitely not something that can succeed overnight; this requires thirty to fifty years, seventy to eighty years, or even a hundred years. So comrades must not only have unwavering confidence but also be mentally prepared for a long-term struggle."

Hearing these words at the Party Committee meeting, Chai Qingguo also felt his heart filled with lofty aspirations to eliminate feudal superstition. But really crossing hands with an old slicker of feudal superstition, Chai Qingguo discovered he actually didn't have any advantage. Killing this Master Wu was easy. With the favor of Chai Qingguo saving the Old Master, the Red Spear Society brothers would absolutely not stand on the side of such a "not skilled enough" shaman. But, what meaning did this have? If the Red Spear Society brothers didn't believe this shaman, they would go believe another shaman. In the final analysis, he still failed to pull them out of feudal superstition.

Moreover, meaningless killing would only have negative effects. For example, at least Master Wu wouldn't speak bad words about the People's Party in the future, and the science and medical care mastered by the People's Party would also have a good reputation locally. If Master Wu was killed, and another shaman changed here, he would probably still treat the People's Party as an enemy. From the perspective of political interests, saving Master Wu still had benefits.

This kind of crappy matter made Chai Qingguo feel as disgusting as eating a fly, but disgusting or not, you had to endure it. Seeking momentary pleasure would only bring more trouble.

The final result was that Chai Qingguo took Master Wu and his wife back to the village. He emphasized to the young people not to believe Jianghu swindlers; to treat illness, one must talk science. Obviously, because Chai Qingguo had practical cases to show, the youths had confidence in the People's Party's medical skills.

Chen Ke had proposed the theory of "benign tumors" and "malignant tumors". But saying was one thing; besides knowing tumors were produced after one's own cells became cancerous, malignant tumors would constantly devour other cells to proliferate and spread, while benign tumors didn't spread, Chen Ke didn't understand how to distinguish between benign and malignant either. Even so, Chairman Chen's "medical knowledge" already made Chen Ke "more shaman than shamans" in the medical department of the Base Area.

The medical team performed surgery on Master Wu's wife and removed the tumor. When Chai Qingguo and the medical team left three days later, Master Wu's wife was also alive and kicking without incident. "At least this place won't oppose the People's Party anymore..." Chai Qingguo took this expectation and chased the main force with the comrades.

The cavalry unit holding a grand armed parade in the Yimeng Mountain area was an instruction from the Shandong Base Area. Before advancing to Hebei for mobile warfare, it was very necessary to display the People's Party's armed forces to the Base Area masses to stabilize the people's hearts and deter the petty people. Not far north past Menglianggu, it was no longer the range reached by the People's Party. So after advancing a part slightly, the main force withdrew.

Chai Qingguo led the main force back to the Base Area to make final preparations for troop dispatch. Pang Zi led a small detachment of fifty people to leave the Base Area, heading to the Hebei and Taihang Mountain areas to negotiate with local heroes everywhere to dispatch troops together for this job.

"Third Brother, you must be obedient this time dispatching troops. Don't act on your own." Chai Qingguo said to Pang Zi. Pang Zi's dishonesty was well known. Besides daring to fight and risk his life, and also knowing how to retreat, Pang Zi's revolutionary consciousness was really impossible to evaluate. Rebelling against the Manchu Qing, Pang Zi did without turning back. But obeying commands in all actions...

This was why Wu Xingchen and Chai Qingguo and others were holding the fort here. Wu Xingchen had publicly evaluated Pang Zi, "He is the Monkey King under the Five Finger Mountain." But the Monkey King also had the Monkey King's advantages. To contact the various "local heroes" in Hebei and Taihang Mountains, the Shandong Base Area really had no candidate more suitable than Pang Zi.

Hearing Chai Qingguo's words, Pang Zi didn't have the so-called "Monkey King's" impetuousness at all. His tone was very indifferent, "It's good enough if I can complete the task; act on my own my ass."

This steady attitude had the unique vigor of a pragmatist. Without doing it personally, how would one know the hardships of getting things done. This was also the real reason why the Military Commission could agree to let Pang Zi mobilize "local heroes".

Pang Zi didn't care about Chai Qingguo's approving gaze at all. He tucked in his upper lip, extended his lower lip slightly forward, blew air towards his own nostrils, and then said: "Old Chai, I still say that. It's good enough if I can bring those heroes out. Don't expect them to have any 'Three Main Rules of Discipline and Eight Points for Attention'. If trouble happens, you guys can't say I didn't try my best."

"Don't worry, we roamed the Jianghu together back then; who doesn't know this matter." Chai Qingguo replied. But then Chai Qingguo's tone became strict, "Whether they pay attention or not, we can't say, but you can't take this opportunity to indulge yourself like a wild horse. This is what I'm worried about."

"Tch, boring." Pang Zi snorted coldly, "Let's put it this way, if you are reassured, I'll leave now."

"Okay, Third Brother, you go. Be careful on the road." Chai Qingguo said. Just based on Pang Zi's performance just now, Chai Qingguo was ninety-nine percent sure Pang Zi was going to act wildly in Hebei. "Just hope this bastard doesn't overdo it and get himself involved." Chai Qingguo thought discouragingly.

The team of fifty cavalrymen plus spare horses was not small in scale. When Pang Zi charged forward, he blew the whistle held in his mouth. The reason "Shandong Mounted Bandits" (Xiangma) were called Xiangma (Sounding Horse) was that they would fire sounding arrows and blow this special whistle before attacking.

On the other side, the People's Party's cavalry brigade turned their horse heads in an orderly manner, rumbling towards the assembly point designated by the Military Commission in good order.

After Cixi and Guangxu died, although the Qing court "established" a new monarch, the situation of the world galloped from chaos towards even greater chaos.
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Chairman Chen Ke seemed to have something on his mind recently. Ever since writing "This Life of Cixi", Chairman Chen was often lost in thought every day. Even if he wrote something, he would burn it after writing. Although Chairman Chen always looked similar before planning big events usually, the planning time this time was a bit too long. For a whole week, Chairman Chen was like this. Since most of the central cadres had gone to work in other provinces, and the remaining few were also in local areas, while those remaining in Fengtai County were office staff, this situation didn't arouse more suspicion.

When Chen Ke began to summon the main leading cadres in Anhui Province back to Fengtai County, the staff saw the clues. Something big was definitely going to happen in the Base Area.

This was indeed the case. After Qi Huishen, Yan Fu, Yuwen Badu, these Central Committee members who were just enough for a vote gathered, everyone was surprised to find that Feng Xu, a middle-level cadre currently in the civil service system, also attended the meeting as a non-voting delegate. After everyone sat down, Chen Ke dropped a big bomb in front of the comrades directly. "I plan to talk to Beiyang again."

This wasn't very strange. The effect of the first cooperation between the People's Party and Beiyang was very good. More than a hundred thousand tons of steel, as well as metal products from Hanyang Iron Works, greatly satisfied the massive needs of the Base Area. But after Chen Ke's subsequent narration, a brief silence appeared in the venue. Three minutes of silence made the guards couldn't help turning their heads to look into the venue. Everyone wanted to say something, but couldn't say anything.

After a long time, Zhang Yu asked in a voice that could be said to be ill-intentioned: "Chairman Chen, do you mean we spent so much effort just to support Yuan Shikai onto the stage?"

"Not supporting Yuan Shikai onto the stage, but letting Yuan Shikai face reality." Chen Ke immediately gave Zhang Yu a forceful counterattack.

"But this result is obviously that Yuan Shikai becomes the top leader." Zhang Yu emphasized this result again.

"Not only now, if this plan succeeds, in the future, Yuan Shikai's Beiyang will still occupy the central position." Chen Ke didn't avoid this question at all.

"Then we work hard, risking our lives, and in the end cook a pot of food for Yuan Shikai?" Zhang Yu's antagonistic emotion became higher and higher.

Chen Ke also rarely engaged in tit-for-tat confrontation, "We are engaging in revolution now; engaging in revolution is the process of overthrowing reactionaries. But reactionaries are just a general term; each group of reactionaries has its own characteristics and stance. In different historical periods, our main enemies are also different. The material world is dynamic, not static and unchanging. In different periods, there is not only one way to promote revolution. It is not that our People's Party holding political power from beginning to end proves the revolutionary path is correct. Moreover, our People's Party hasn't controlled China's national power until now."

This meeting lasted for three days. Feng Xu, as an auditor, had no right to speak. But even listening exhausted the old man. He originally thought the People's Party was just a group of vigorous young lads rising up to rebel. After these three days, Feng Xu finally understood what was called "temple calculation" (grand strategy planning). Compared with this group of young lads, Feng Xu thought all the policy designs he had done in the government in his life were as simple and childish as children playing house.

On the last day of the meeting, the voting process was extremely difficult. Feng Xu could see that all the People's Party comrades participating in the voting had no confidence in the content of the discussion. Feng Xu imagined that if he had the right to vote, his feelings would probably be exactly the same as these people. Chen Ke's plan was reasonable to an incredible degree. So no one really believed that this kind of thing would really proceed according to Chen Ke's prediction.

Before voting, Zhang Yu spoke with mental exhaustion and a solemn expression, "Chairman Chen, I vote this time not because I support your plan. I just believe that you have never predicted wrong before. I will obey the decision of the party organization, but I personally reserve my opinion."

Chen Ke's energy looked more abundant than other comrades. He replied calmly: "Even if this plan is passed at the Party Committee meeting, it still depends on whether Yuan Shikai accepts it. If Yuan Shikai doesn't accept it, then there is no need to execute this plan. At that time, we will continue to revolutionize according to the current method."

Perhaps this statement finally persuaded the extremely exhausted comrades; they breathed a sigh of relief and began to vote one after another. Beyond Feng Xu's expectation, Chen Ke's suggestion actually passed unanimously.

Chen Ke didn't let Feng Xu audit for the purpose of winning him over. After the voting ended, the resolution of Feng Xu as an envoy was also passed by vote. After the meeting adjourned, Chen Ke began to talk with the exhausted Feng Xu.

"Mr. Feng, how likely do you think Yuan Shikai is to accept this content?"

After all, he was old, and fatigue was hard to eliminate in a short time. Feng Xu spoke with some panting, "Don't know. I can only tell Yuan Shikai what can be told to him according to the regulations. However, there is already too much stuff to talk about."

Chen Ke let out a slight breath. Feng Xu could see that Chen Ke wasn't disappointed; this was a movement mixed with helplessness and self-relaxation. Feng Xu asked: "Chairman Chen, there is one thing I don't understand. Why choose such a strategy at this time?"

"Although we are revolutionizing, and the process of revolution is certainly to overthrow all reactionaries. But for China's vitality (Yuan Qi), preserve a point if we can." Chen Ke replied.

Feng Xu nodded with deep feeling. In this meeting, Chen Ke emphasized this issue more than once. Revolutionary war could certainly destroy the enemy, but reconstruction required too much and too great power, and destruction inevitably made reconstruction more difficult.

Seeing Feng Xu accept his explanation, Chen Ke felt somewhat relieved on one hand, and felt he was really helpless on the other. The Party's history was arduous and outstanding; Chen Ke admired it very much. But admiration didn't equal being able to copy it. The current revolutionary situation could absolutely not push the People's Party to that extent. If he wanted the People's Party members to possess the brilliant standard of the Party members back then, he must utilize the characteristics of this current era.

Chen Ke spent several days thinking hard, just trying to apply the methods taught by Grandpa Mao to find such a way. Although Chen Ke felt he found it, like other comrades, Chen Ke's rationality was persuaded by Chen Ke himself, but his sensibility was completely not persuaded.

"Chairman Chen, do you want me to be an envoy, or be a lobbyist?" Feng Xu asked.

"What is the difference?" Chen Ke heard the difference between the two words.

Feng Xu replied: "Envoy, tell Yuan Shikai there is such a thing, and try hard to persuade Yuan Shikai. Lobbyist, make Beiyang accept this matter."

Chen Ke didn't propose his own judgment on Feng Xu's statement. He asked: "Why is Mr. Feng so enthusiastic about this matter?"

"It is best if the common people of the world can suffer less from the pain of war." Feng Xu replied with full emotion.

Let the people suffer less? Chen Ke felt alert almost instinctively. Historically, whenever the Qingliu (High-minded critics) who claimed to take the world as their responsibility tried to "let the people suffer less", the days of rivers of blood were probably imminent. A person of Yuan Shikai's nature was even less likely to buy this rhetoric.

Chen Ke paused before replying: "Mr. Feng also listened to our meeting. I hope, or rather I fantasize, that Yuan Shikai can see the facts clearly, see the situation clearly, and make the correct choice. Only if our two sides can reach a consensus is there a possibility for the people to suffer less. But if everyone feels their own interests are not satisfied, everything else is out of the question. Our People's Party naturally will struggle to the end. Yuan Shikai is known as the butcher of the people. Mr. Feng, your aspirations are lofty; I trust you. But using the idea of letting the people suffer less to persuade both sides, I'm afraid it won't be of much use."

Hearing this, Feng Xu not only wasn't annoyed but nodded repeatedly. "Well said. It was my rash speech."

Chen Ke didn't know if Feng Xu was sincere or had other thoughts, but heard Feng Xu say: "At the meeting, Chairman Chen said, seeking peace through struggle, peace survives; seeking peace through compromise, peace dies. I will keep this attitude firmly in mind."

Hearing Feng Xu had such understanding, Chen Ke felt reassured. After a few days of preparation by Chen Ke, Yan Fu, and Feng Xu, Feng Xu finally embarked on the road north.

Henan Governor Yuan Shikai was relatively annoyed recently. He once thought Chen Ke would put on a facade of fighting to the death but actually hold his troops still. So Yuan Shikai sent some troubles he wanted to get rid of to the front line, hoping Chen Ke would catch this bunch of guys in one net.

The result was a series of news proving Yuan Shikai's predictions all failed. The People's Party changed its previous combat style; this time the Party didn't appear in front of the Beiyang Army at all. That bunch of people sent to the front line were already trembling with fear, fearing the enemy like a tiger. No matter how Yuan Shikai urged, they refused to go deep into the People's Party's controlled area. So they were all still surviving until now.

If it were only these things, it would be fine; maybe it could be explained that the People's Party held an attitude of making peace. As a result, at the end of September, news came that large groups of People's Party troops entered the Hubei Wuhan area and began disaster relief. Yuan Shikai knew the People's Party started by disaster relief in Anhui; with the flood in Hubei, the People's Party's purpose of intervening in Hubei was already beyond doubt.

Just wondering where the People's Party got such courage facing tens of thousands of Beiyang troops, the news of Duan Qirui conquering Hangzhou and capturing the female bandit leader Qiu Jin made Yuan Shikai very happy.

But following closely behind this news was that large groups of bandits appeared in Hebei. They didn't attack cities or seize land, but wantonly looted the Imperial Estates in Zhili, as well as the manors of princes and ministers. The vanguard of the bandits even arrived under Beijing city and began looting. At the same time, several groups of mounted bandits in Shandong wantonly broke into military camps and looted arsenals. Because many Beiyang troops stationed in Shandong moved south, the barracks were empty at this time.

Without any verification, Yuan Shikai knew this was definitely a trick played by the People's Party. The Beiyang Army killed bandits in Shandong until heads rolled; Shandong bandits dared not approach Beiyang barracks at all. Lending them a few guts, they wouldn't dare to loot Beiyang barracks. As for looting successfully, Yuan Shikai knew there were no such heroes in Shandong at all.

Chen Ke advancing troops to Hubei on one hand, was this engaging in "Besieging Wei to rescue Zhao" in Zhili on the other hand? Or rather, the People's Party had no troops in Anhui at all, just singing an Empty City Strategy? What was hateful was, heaven knew what the situation in Anhui was now; once Beiyang Army spies entered Anhui, it was like clay oxen entering the sea, with no information. Yuan Shikai completely couldn't find out the actual situation in Anhui.

Inside Beiyang, there was already a quarrel about this. There were those advocating returning troops to Zhili, and those advocating moving south to attack Anhui. There were even some weirdos who thought they could secretly take a train straight to Hankou and raid the People's Party troops in Hubei. If the People's Party were so easily raided, a strategist as cautious and meticulous as Wang Shizhen, and a general as decisive as Duan Qirui, would have destroyed the People's Party long ago.

Just at this time, someone reported that Feng Xu came to visit. Yuan Shikai felt he had some clue. Chen Ke must have planned some huge conspiracy, letting this old captive Feng Xu trick him.

"Chen Wenqing, your uncle I will take a good look at what tricks you have!" Thinking of this, Yuan Shikai ordered, "Bring Feng Xu in."

Feng Xu's attitude was calm, having the style of a lobbyist. He first handed Chen Ke's letter to Yuan Shikai. Yuan Shikai didn't open it either, asking: "Mr. Feng, what advice does Chen Wenqing have sending you here."

Looking at the room full of Beiyang generals, Feng Xu asked: "Lord Yuan, can these people listen together?"

"Speak without worry." Yuan Shikai said frankly. Those in the room were Yuan Shikai's diehards; Yuan Shikai had confidence in these people.

Seeing Yuan Shikai behave like this, Feng Xu frankly narrated Chen Ke's suggestion.

Chen Ke believed the world could now be divided into three types of people: Revolutionaries, Reformists, and Die-hard Extreme Royalists. The characteristic of the die-hard royalists was demanding the maintenance of the Manchu Qing's monarchical dictatorship system; they were already rats crossing the street, spat upon by revolutionaries and reformists. Although Yuan Shikai was loyal to the Manchu Qing, Yuan Shikai himself was a representative of the reformists. Chen Ke believed that in this period, the People's Party as the biggest force of the revolutionary party and the Beiyang clique representing the reformists joining hands to get rid of the die-hard royalist party would have major practical interests for both sides.

Regarding operational methods, Chen Ke suggested that the People's Party fiercely attack the Imperial Estates outside the capital in Zhili, forcing the last military power of the die-hard conservatives to attack. Then destroy them in field battles. And send troops to attack the construction site of Cixi's tomb. Fully exposing the reality of the die-hard conservatives' weak strength.

And at this time, Yuan Shikai could unite with the governors of various provinces to reach a consensus on "Constitutional Federation of Autonomous Provinces". The die-hard conservatives had no foundation in various provinces originally, plus with the capital harassed like this, it was even less possible to cause any real trouble for Yuan Shikai. Once Yuan Shikai reached an agreement with the governors of various provinces, the People's Party would cooperate with Yuan Shikai returning to Beijing and withdraw all troops in Zhili. Originally, this little Emperor Xuantong coming to power was unclear. Yuan Shikai, with the support or acquiescence of the governors of various provinces, plus military force as backing, could naturally adopt a constitutional system and establish Yuan Shikai's political dominance.

Whether sitting on a grand tutor chair, a sofa, or other places, Yuan Shikai always sat upright, with strict character. Moreover, Yuan Shikai wasn't petty-minded; normal talk could hardly anger him. Listening to Feng Xu speaking the suggestion clearly and logically with simple words, Yuan Shikai only felt that this grand tutor chair seemed to have grown teeth, making him want to stand up immediately and order someone to beat this old knave Feng Xu out.

No wonder Chen Ke wrote a book and Cixi died after reading it. If an enemy pointed out the most beneficial path for oneself so clearly and logically, no one could stand it. The most important thing was that the People's Party acted first and spoke later. Attacking the arsenals and Imperial Estates in Zhili, the People's Party was already doing it in full swing. Presumably, Cixi's tomb construction site had also been attacked now.

The Old Empress Dowager was angered to death by Chen Ke when alive, and after death, she was messed with by Chen Ke so that she couldn't even be buried on time. The face of these die-hard royalists had probably been shaved until nothing was left, right? But... why thinking of the panicked and anxious faces of those bastards of the Imperial Clan in the capital, did Yuan Shikai feel a kind of pleasure in his heart?

Because of sufficient preparation, Feng Xu was concise. Soon he talked about "Constitutional Federation of Autonomous Provinces". To put it bluntly, this system was establishing the reality of the Manchu Qing in the form of law. Each province established a parliament, established its own provincial constitution, and the laws of the province. As for the center, the parliament would meet every year to discuss the financial amount each province paid to the center. The MPs would discuss legislation, and then they could piss off home. The parliament had no substantial control over the center.

"Lord Yuan, because of provincial autonomy. As long as Beiyang doesn't enter our People's Party's territory, wherever your Beiyang fights to, which provinces you control, our People's Party won't say a word and will turn a blind eye. As long as Beiyang controls many provinces, whether you become President or Prime Minister, it will naturally be logical. At that time, these generals of Beiyang becoming Military Governors (Dudu) in various provinces, holding great power, and Lord Yuan commanding in the center, it is a good thing for Beiyang." Feng Xu threw out the promise Chen Ke gave to Yuan Shikai.

Hearing this key content, the eyes of the Beiyang generals lit up one by one. If there really could be such a situation, this bunch of generals loyal to Yuan Shikai could definitely each lead a province. At that time, everyone wouldn't just have a military post, but grasp both military and government affairs. The future prospects were beautiful enough to dazzle the eyes.

"Mr. Feng, have you finished your nonsense?" Yuan Shikai finally opened his mouth to ask.

Feng Xu laughed: "This is not nonsense. The general trend of the world today is set. Whether government, gentry, or scholars, everyone wants reform and constitution. Compared with so many people, those who thoroughly oppose reform and constitution are just that extremely small handful of people. Lord Yuan is loyal to the Empress Dowager; everyone knows. Now the Empress Dowager is gone. The work of striking that small handful of people, our People's Party will do. Lord Yuan only needs to conform to the general trend. How can this be called nonsense?"

Seeing Yuan Shikai still had an unmoved expression, Feng Xu said: "Lord Yuan, if Heaven gives and you don't take, you will suffer the blame instead. Even if for your own reputation you are unwilling to bear this responsibility, you should also think for these people of the Beiyang lineage who follow Lord Yuan."

Hearing this, Yuan Shikai's expression finally changed a bit.



★


Intricacy Part 6

Volume 4 - Chapter 42

❧ ❧ ❧


"Someone come, take him out for me!" Yuan Shikai shouted.

Immediately personal soldiers rushed in. Feng Xu didn't need anyone to drag him; he just followed the personal soldiers calmly. The Beiyang generals watched Feng Xu leave, wanting to advise but daring not to advise Yuan Shikai. The atmosphere in the room quickly fell into an awkward situation. Fortunately, Yuan Shikai shouted again: "You all get out too."

The generals immediately filed out. Yuan Shikai glanced out the window and saw Wang Shizhen heading in the direction where the personal soldiers took Feng Xu, then he breathed a sigh of relief. When there was no one left inside or outside the room, Yuan Shikai picked up the letter Chen Ke gave him. The envelope was very large; weighing it in hand, there were quite a few things inside. Opening it to look, sure enough, a thick stack of paper.

On the top sheet was Chen Ke's letter. The content was very polite, nothing more than what Feng Xu had just said. The end of the letter said the back part was an article written by Chen Ke, asking Yuan Shikai to correct it.

Could this be "This Life of Yuan Shikai"? Although he knew in his heart this was obviously impossible, Yuan Shikai still worried for a moment. The content indeed had nothing to do with Yuan Shikai himself, but was about the political design of the Federation of Autonomous Provinces.

The forum where Chen Ke was did not evaluate Yuan Shikai badly. Everyone thought Yuan Shikai didn't understand democratic politics. Because of Yuan Shikai's experience, he maintained extremely deep vigilance against democratic politics. And a major "tragedy" of the Beiyang government was that because they didn't understand the democratic parliamentary system, Beiyang actually created a parliamentary system most unsuitable for Beiyang in the end. Those foolish MPs in the parliament were all semi-celebrities and professional "political troublemakers". Because every bill of the Beiyang government's parliament had to be reviewed by that group of foolish MPs. So this bunch of MPs holding the attitude of "power not used is void after expiration" made things difficult desperately. The Beiyang military leaders headed by Yuan Shikai were extremely annoyed in order to deal with this group of foolish MPs.

With this cognition, Chen Ke proposed the suggestion of "Federation of Autonomous Provinces". "Federation of Autonomous Provinces" was bluntly the American set. The United States was formed by rebel states back then, so since its establishment, it opposed a strong center. Besides the federal constitution, each state had its own set of laws. This situation was extremely similar to China now.

Talking to Yuan Shikai about great sentiments or eternal fame was useless. Chen Ke was a rebel bandit in Yuan Shikai's eyes; Yuan Shikai didn't think Chen Ke had any moral advantage. The reason why the two sides seemed equal was entirely built on the basis of military power. Then Chen Ke would only talk about military affairs. This actually suited Yuan Shikai's appetite.

Chen Ke clearly pointed out that the Federation of Autonomous Provinces seemed to have a bright future, but actual operation was full of hardships. In China today, only Yuan Shikai had the strength to lead this situation. He requested Yuan Shikai, for himself and for China, to dare to be the first in the world and bravely take up this responsibility.

After reading the whole article, Yuan Shikai even nodded slightly. This was what a man of action would say, not avoiding the hardships in the operation process at all. And he grasped many key nodes. Even if Yuan Shikai firmly believed Chen Ke harbored evil intentions, the things on the surface were still said clearly.

While Yuan Shikai studied Chen Ke's letter, Wang Shizhen had already arranged accommodation for Feng Xu. The accommodation conditions naturally wouldn't be bad. Whether it was house arrest or protection, Beiyang still adhered to the traditional attitude—never be rude. Letting personal soldiers guard the gate strictly, Wang Shizhen and Feng Xu began to talk.

Actually, Wang Shizhen felt Feng Xu's approach today was a bit silly (Er). The negotiation rule had always been that the subordinates would talk openly. Yuan Shikai could say "speak frankly without worry" to your face, but Feng Xu couldn't just pour beans out of a bamboo tube like this. Feng Xu wasn't a reckless young lad; as Yuan Shikai's "Dragon Eye", Wang Shizhen definitely had to bear the responsibility of negotiation. Since they had to talk sooner or later, Wang Shizhen felt he might as well clarify things with Feng Xu now.

"Brother Feng, you spoke too bluntly today." Wang Shizhen got straight to the point as soon as he started.

"Commander-in-Chief Wang, the matter of the Federation of Autonomous Provinces is easy to say, but doing it involves thousands of threads. If I didn't speak bluntly, Lord Yuan wouldn't listen to me." Feng Xu answered calmly and composedly.

Wang Shizhen was also a pragmatist; hearing this, he immediately felt a sense of agreement. He had always opposed revolution, not because Wang Shizhen was hostile to revolution, but because those revolutionaries described the future with flying spittle; as a pragmatist, Wang Shizhen felt what the revolutionaries said was completely inconsistent with practical operation.

The reason Wang Shizhen was hostile to the People's Party was not that the People's Party was a revolutionary party, but that the People's Party solidly opposed the court and Beiyang. Wang Shizhen had always been interested in the People's Party's program.

"Then what exactly does the People's Party think?" Wang Shizhen asked.

"Commander-in-Chief Wang, what exactly does your Beiyang think?" Feng Xu asked back.

Such a direct question made it a bit difficult for Wang Shizhen to cope. More than a month ago, it was under Wang Shizhen's vigorous lobbying that Beiyang dispatched Duan Qirui to attack Zhejiang. The effect was quite good; after occupying Zhejiang, Beiyang obtained two territories, Henan and Zhejiang. Plus the forces in Zhili and other places, the Beiyang situation was considered somewhat opened up. Yuan Shikai's original intention was to continue watching. But the drastically changing situation in the court and local areas made the whole situation extremely chaotic, so let alone Yuan Shikai, even Wang Shizhen couldn't grasp where the situation would develop.

After thinking it over, Wang Shizhen told the truth, "We indeed don't know how this situation will change. People say stones from other hills may serve to polish jade; on this matter, I still hope Brother Feng gives advice."

"Chairman Chen loves to say, who are our enemies, who are our friends; this is the primary question of the revolution. At the current stage, our enemies are the Manchu Qing Die-hard Faction. There is absolutely no possibility of reconciliation between the People's Party and the Manchu Qing Die-hard Faction. Either the People's Party perishes, or the Manchu Qing Die-hard Faction perishes. Between us and the Manchu Qing Die-hard Faction, we must unite friends to the maximum extent to isolate the enemy. This is the situation of the world now." Feng Xu listened to this Party Central Committee meeting the whole time and understood this general trend very thoroughly.

"The world (Tianxia)?" There was a hint of mockery in Wang Shizhen's words.

"Correct, it is the world." Feng Xu answered categorically, "What is the characteristic of other provinces and the Manchu Qing court forces? It is that they have no army projection capability at all. Without army projection capability, they have no strength and no qualification to participate in the matters dominating the world situation. In current China, there are nothing more than two families possessing such projection capability: one is Beiyang, one is the People's Party. No matter how other forces shout, they can only hole up in their own nests and be beaten passively."

Wang Shizhen had heard of Feng Xu's background as a genuine First Class Third Place Jinshi in the 12th year of Guangxu. In various rumors, Feng Xu was a virtuous and capable financial official, and also a famous scholar. But he didn't expect Feng Xu to actually show the insight of "understanding military affairs". Just the term "projection capability", Wang Shizhen couldn't find a more vivid military description vocabulary.

Viewing the current situation from this angle, Wang Shizhen, who was proficient in military affairs, suddenly saw the light.

"Brother Feng, according to what you say, the People's Party is already prepared to seize the world by military force?" Wang Shizhen also went straight to the topic.

"The People's Party is not fully prepared for this now. Maybe we still have the ability to compete for dominance, but the preparation for unifying the world is far from sufficient." Feng Xu followed Chen Ke's instructions and told the truth completely.

"Then how does Chen Wenqing see our Beiyang?" Wang Shizhen wanted to determine this core issue.

"It's not how the People's Party sees Beiyang, but what Beiyang prepares to do itself. The world today has reached this situation; what we think is not important at all. It's where Beiyang prepares to stand. Is Beiyang prepared to view itself as a part of the Manchu Qing? Or prepared to rise up and maintain its own interests? I came under orders this time just to know how Beiyang prepares to choose? Does Beiyang decide to seek its own interests, break with the Manchu Qing from now on, and deal with them perfunctorily? Or decide to continue tied to the Manchu Qing's war chariot and go down like this. Commander-in-Chief Wang, this is having Beiyang's stance first, then the People's Party's view. Not the People's Party self-righteously imagining a situation and then arranging future work according to this imagined situation."

Hearing Feng Xu finish, Wang Shizhen shivered in his heart. Wang Shizhen himself always handled things this way, but this was the first time someone pointed out this principle with such straightforward words. While Wang Shizhen felt a great sense of finding a soulmate, he suddenly gave birth to a sigh unrelated to current events. Whether Yan Fu or Feng Xu, or even Pu Guanshui, the famous "traitor general" of Beiyang now, why did so many capable people defect to the People's Party?

If these few people stood under the banner of Beiyang now, using their wisdom to give advice, how would Yuan Shikai and Wang Shizhen be lonely worrying about future situation changes?

"Brother Feng, since you came under orders, presumably there are some things you know but cannot say. Brother Feng, you might as well frankly tell what you know and can say; I, your brother, thank you here first." Wang Shizhen said sincerely. This question pointed directly to the real bottom card of the People's Party; Wang Shizhen wanted to figure it out very much.

Feng Xu actually hadn't been a lobbyist. Although he liked the scene of Zhuge Liang debating the scholars in Eastern Wu in "Romance of the Three Kingdoms", Feng Xu himself always felt lobbyists were people who told lies. Until personally participating in the People's Party's central meeting this time, Feng Xu discovered for the first time that truth was actually far more powerful than lies. So after arriving at Beiyang, he maintained a frank attitude from beginning to end. To Wang Shizhen's probing words, Feng Xu replied frankly: "Commander-in-Chief Wang, what I want to say is actually said very clearly. Lord Yuan and Commander-in-Chief Wang are both sensible people; telling lies to you two is meaningless. The People's Party has made up its mind to thoroughly overthrow the Manchu Qing Die-hard Faction. To overthrow the Manchu Qing Die-hard Faction, it is absolutely impossible to bypass Beiyang. And Beiyang and the Manchu Qing Die-hard Faction are not fellow travelers now; there is still a chance for cooperation between the two sides. Even if there is only a one percent chance, we must show one hundred percent sincerity to strive for it. This is the purpose of my coming."

"That is to say, the People's Party wants our Beiyang to betray the court?" Wang Shizhen pointed out this key point.

Seeing Wang Shizhen finally understood this, Feng Xu felt quite relaxed in his heart. He nodded and smiled: "Exactly. If Beiyang led by Lord Yuan is willing to stand on its own, then we can continue to talk. If Lord Yuan disagrees, then I will leave now."

"If Lord Yuan disagrees, will the People's Party have a showdown with my Beiyang?" Wang Shizhen couldn't help asking next.

"This is a question I don't know so I can't say." Feng Xu borrowed Wang Shizhen's words just now.

"Brother Feng is so frank; I thank you." Wang Shizhen ended this conversation with these words.

Coming out of Feng Xu's room, Wang Shizhen saw Yuan Shikai's personal soldier waiting outside the gate. Seeing Wang Shizhen, the personal soldier immediately stepped forward to salute, "Commander-in-Chief Wang, Lord Yuan invites you."

It seemed Yuan Shikai was also waiting for the result of Wang Shizhen's discussion with Feng Xu, so the personal soldier waited so honestly without going in to report. Arriving at Yuan Shikai's place, Wang Shizhen told Yuan Shikai all the results of this meeting.

"Feng Xu is a talent." Yuan Shikai didn't evaluate Feng Xu's suggestion but gave birth to the same sigh as Wang Shizhen. Mentioning celebrities in the late Qing Dynasty, it was naturally "North Yuan (Shikai) South Cen (Chunxuan)". Feng Xu, a mere scholar, didn't rank at all. But hearing Feng Xu's words, his judgment of the general trend of the world was sharp and profound, not entangled in details, pointing directly to the core problem. Speaking only of understanding the court, Yuan Shikai was naturally far above Feng Xu. But regarding the analysis of the current situation, Yuan Shikai didn't have Feng Xu's cognitive angle. This couldn't help but make Yuan Shikai admire him a bit.

"Lord Yuan, do you want to detain Feng Xu?" Wang Shizhen asked.

"Pinqing, when you were captured by Chen Ke back then, were you afraid of death?" Yuan Shikai asked.

Hearing this, Wang Shizhen already understood Yuan Shikai's meaning. Feng Xu dared to come; naturally, he had thought about life and death. If Feng Xu as a lobbyist could realize the situation of the world, it was even less likely that the People's Party didn't know. Threatening the People's Party with Feng Xu's life would be useless.

Thinking through this point, Wang Shizhen sat on the chair without saying a word. Yuan Shikai also sat on the chair without saying a word. The two backbones of Beiyang were people of extreme self-cultivation; maintaining silence was too easy for them. The two thought about their worries, letting time pass gradually.

Breaking the silence was a personal soldier, "Lord Yuan, telegram from Beijing."

Yuan Shikai unfolded the telegram to look; the content was Regent Zaifeng urgently ordering Yuan Shikai to wave his army south to exterminate the Anhui rebels. The tone of the telegram was very tough. Yuan Shikai naturally wasn't afraid of Zaifeng. From the telegram, Yuan Shikai could already guess that outside Beijing city must be messed up horribly by the mounted bandits.

Putting down the telegram, Yuan Shikai didn't ask Wang Shizhen to make plans as usual. The crappy matters in Beijing were meaningless now. Although Feng Xu spoke politely, the meaning behind it was very tough. The People's Party had issued an ultimatum now. If Yuan Shikai decided to stand with Beijing, or prepared to stand by and watch the People's Party fight the Manchu Qing Die-hard Faction, then the People's Party would fight a decisive battle with Yuan Shikai. According to the term "military projection capability" described by Wang Shizhen, as long as the People's Party thoroughly smashed the Beiyang Army, the only combat-capable force under the Manchu Qing banner, the demise of the Manchu Qing court would only be a matter of time.

And in the current strategic situation, the People's Party temporarily controlled Hanyang. Although they didn't annex Hubei temporarily, the forty to fifty thousand guns and millions of rounds of ammunition in the Hanyang arsenal definitely fell into the hands of the People's Party. Intelligence from Hubei said the People's Party entering Wuhan numbered as many as seventy or eighty thousand. Because the methods were reasonable, through relief for disaster victims, order in the disaster area had gradually been restored. Even if the People's Party transferred these tens of thousands of people away from Hubei, it was absolutely impossible for Hubei to use troops against Anhui within a year or so.

The destination of these tens of thousands of people didn't need consideration; they were definitely transferred to the front of the Beiyang Army. The People's Party capable of relieving Hubei disaster victims absolutely didn't lack grain. Seventy or eighty thousand people facing forty thousand Beiyang New Army troops, Yuan Shikai didn't think he could easily defeat the People's Party. Even if it was a pyrrhic victory, what was the significance? Just as Feng Xu said, in front of this once-in-a-lifetime major opportunity, if Yuan Shikai's Beiyang lost the troops that could be projected, then he lost the possibility of dominating the situation.

If the People's Party and the Beiyang Army both suffered heavy losses, the biggest beneficiary would be the "Manchu Qing Die-hard Faction" that the People's Party swore to overthrow. And this bunch of "Manchu Qing Die-hard Faction" was not only the enemy of the People's Party but also the enemy of Yuan Shikai.

Looking purely from interests, not only did Yuan Shikai have no reason to perish together with the People's Party, but there were plenty of reasons to cooperate with the People's Party.

However, this was the step Yuan Shikai couldn't take no matter what. Deep in his heart, no matter how much he wanted to seize the dominance of the Manchu Qing court, no matter how much he wanted to thoroughly suppress the Manchu group, this was all built on the standpoint that Yuan Shikai himself was a subject of the Manchu Qing. Letting Beiyang become independent, Yuan Shikai was completely unprepared for this thought.

Not only did Yuan Shikai know this thought of his own, but he also knew Wang Shizhen's attitude was the same as his. Wang Shizhen might agree with Yuan Shikai entering the capital to "save the Emperor" or even "clear the Emperor's side" (remove bad advisors). But Wang Shizhen wouldn't sincerely approve of Yuan Shikai replacing the Manchu Qing. "Powerful Minister" and "Rebel" were two completely different things.

But the People's Party opposite was eyeing them covetously, and their position was also stated extremely clearly. Either the Manchu Qing perishes, or the Manchu Qing perishes together with Yuan Shikai. There was no third road to take.

"Who are our friends, who are our enemies, this is the primary question of the revolution." Yuan Shikai recited this sentence silently, suddenly unable to help laughing loudly. This young man Chen Ke was really different. Yuan Shikai thought with envy, even if he recognized friends and enemies clearly, he might not necessarily be able to choose the real friends and enemies. After Chen Ke recognized friends and enemies, he dared to choose.

If the People's Party joined hands with Beiyang, the Manchu Qing Die-hard Faction would immediately die without a burial place. To promote the demise of the enemy as soon as possible, Chen Ke could negotiate peace with the Beiyang Army facing each other with weapons now. Then after the Manchu Qing Die-hard Faction perished, who would be Chen Ke's next enemy? Would it be Yuan Shikai's turn?

But why, even knowing there was this possibility, did Yuan Shikai not have the slightest hatred for Chen Ke? Yuan Shikai really wanted to know, if there was such a day, what reason would Chen Ke use to prove that in the war between Chen Ke and Yuan Shikai, Chen Ke was the side with moral superiority?

Thinking of this, Yuan Shikai said with a smile to the bewildered Wang Shizhen: "Pinqing, go bring Feng Xu over; I want to talk to him."
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Yuan Shikai respected literati relatively more. Since Feng Xu was a Jiangnan talent, he naturally looked at him with high regard. This meeting between the two sides was extremely open and honest. When all problems concentrated on a contradictory focus, any deception was meaningless. Yuan Shikai believed that no matter what result Feng Xu spoke of in this meeting, he could accept it.

Facing Yuan Shikai's question, "If Beiyang cooperates with the People's Party, in which direction will things develop after the Die-hard Faction is eliminated?" Feng Xu stated that based on the fact that both Beiyang and the People's Party would seek dominance over China's political power, the contradiction between the two sides would always exist.

Wang Shizhen didn't hope for an agreement between the People's Party and Beiyang at all. Even knowing clearly that the contradiction between the "Manchu Qing Die-hard Faction" and Yuan Shikai was unavoidable, Wang Shizhen still didn't hope Yuan Shikai would be reduced to a "rebel". In any case, betraying the old master wasn't a glorious thing. Feng Xu explained the contradiction between Beiyang and the People's Party so clearly that Wang Shizhen felt a hope rising in his heart; he hoped Yuan Shikai wouldn't stand together with the great enemy, the People's Party.

While holding hope, Wang Shizhen looked at Yuan Shikai who heard these words. A smile appeared on Yuan Shikai's face, completely understanding Feng Xu's statement. Not only smiling, Yuan Shikai was also nodding slightly in praise. This praise was naturally directed at Feng Xu's frankness and correct judgment of the future situation.

Seeing this, Wang Shizhen suddenly inserted a sentence, "Mr. Feng, when the Empress Dowager passed away, did the People's Party celebrate?"

Feng Xu laughed upon hearing this, "When the Empress Dowager passed away, the People's Party was stepping up military training. Everyone is a person who does things; where is the leisure to care about these? Instead, it was I and Brother Shen Zengzhi who set up an incense table to offer sacrifices to the Emperor and the Empress Dowager."

"Oh?" Wang Shizhen responded half-surprised, half-sarcastically.

Since it was rare for Wang Shizhen to give such an opportunity, Feng Xu narrated the quarrel between Shen Zengzhi and Chen Ke afterwards, including Yang Baogui's angry rebuke of Shen Zengzhi at the end; Feng Xu spoke clearly.

Yuan Shikai listened seriously. He knew Feng Xu was persuading him very cleverly. In this world, there were people loyal to Cixi, for example, him, Yuan Shikai. There were also people loyal to Guangxu, for example, Kang Youwei and Liang Qichao. But under this heaven, it could be said there wasn't a single person loyal to Xuantong and Regent Zaifeng from the bottom of their hearts. Some of Shen Zengzhi's words were correct; after losing morality and justice, the current Manchu Qing Die-hard Faction only possessed the Manchu Qing's set of "Legitimacy" (Fa Tong). And this thing "Legitimacy" was only useful after being recognized by others. The People's Party never recognized the Manchu Qing's legitimacy, so the People's Party absolutely wouldn't think opposing the Qing was betrayal; they felt opposing the Qing was their supreme glory instead.

Since he had this opportunity, Feng Xu continued to persuade. The People's Party not only distributed "This Life of Cixi" in Beijing but also distributed this manuscript in many surrounding provinces. It could be said that after Cixi's decision before death, the Manchu Qing's legitimacy encountered a major crisis. Now the Manchu Qing Die-hard Faction hoped very much to get public support from the powerful viceroys and governors to maintain their tottering legitimacy and status. So the People's Party sent troops to attack Zhili fiercely, exposing the Manchu Qing's weakness thoroughly in front of all viceroys and governors.

"Lord Yuan, you must be very clear that the vast majority of viceroys and governors in the world support reform (Weixin). No matter who works in the local areas, opening new-style schools, setting up telegraphs, running manufacturing bureaus—this is already the trend. No need to speak of too long ago; thirty years ago, when Lord Li Hongzhang was around, whoever did this would be the Westernization Faction (Yangwu Pai) suppressed by others. Now? Those who opposed the Westernization Faction before, I'm afraid they do things even more Westernization-style than the Westernization Faction back then. Promoting China's industrial construction, Lord Yuan, you have contributed greatly." Feng Xu talked about history.

Hearing this, Yuan Shikai couldn't help smiling.

"The Empress Dowager who was in power at that time, no matter how she commented on the Westernization Faction, no matter how she suppressed those who wanted to seize power through the Westernization Movement, the Empress Dowager didn't suppress the Westernization Movement itself." Feng Xu cleverly turned the topic to the real key point. Actually, this was also the content expounded in "This Life of Cixi". Feng Xu, who participated in editing this book, was extremely familiar with these contents and fully agreed with Chen Ke's view.

Seeing Yuan Shikai nod slightly, Feng Xu continued: "Lord Yuan, now the Constitutional Movement has become the new Westernization Movement and has received support from many provinces. On this matter, the Empress Dowager still didn't suppress the Constitutional Movement. She only suppressed people attempting to obtain power using the Constitutional Movement. The Empress Dowager promulgated the 'Imperially Chartered Constitution Outline' a few months ago, and even allowed Jiangsu to organize a trial parliament according to this Imperially Chartered Constitution Outline first."

Yuan Shikai was the "person attempting to obtain power through the constitution" who had been struck by Cixi; it was impossible for him not to be clear about these things. Yuan Shikai originally thought his little thought of borrowing the Constitutional Movement could deceive Cixi. When he saw the relevant content in "This Life of Cixi" not long ago, Yuan Shikai really had a feeling of suddenly seeing the light. Cixi grasped the dynamics of all parties clearly.

"Lord Yuan, you engage in constitution, so naturally you are very clear. Constitution means the constitution is supreme; all power comes from the constitution. And parliament is to let more people participate in politics. Constitution and parliament are originally two different things unrelated to each other, but now the world mistakenly thinks they are the same thing. The Qingliu (High-minded critics) may not support the constitution, but they absolutely support establishing a parliament. This is also the reason why Chairman Chen suggests Lord Yuan adopt the Federation of Autonomous Provinces..."

Feng Xu was preparing to explain the characteristics of the Federation of Autonomous Provinces to Yuan Shikai in detail, but was interrupted by Yuan Shikai, "Then why didn't Chen Wenqing contact the Qingliu but came to me instead? As the saying goes, one who is unaccountably solicitous is hiding evil intentions. Chen Wenqing is a man of extreme depth; he ran to Beijing to pit me once, cheated a wife out of it, and as a result, he patted his butt and left. How do I know he isn't playing the same old trick this time?"

"Because even if the People's Party defeats the three Beiyang divisions Lord Yuan has gathered in Henan now, this world will just fall into a situation of warlord scuffle. As a revolutionary party, the People's Party is originally for overturning the table. Even if the table is overturned, it is impossible for the People's Party to unify China immediately. But our China has suffered for too long. The Sino-Japanese War, the Hundred Days' Reform, the Boxers, the Boxer Protocol. Natural and man-made disasters have been constant these years. Lord Yuan, if warlords fight each other again, how much suffering will the common people of this world have to endure?"

"Hehe." Yuan Shikai sneered. Wasn't the People's Party one of the chief culprits inciting the world?! But seeing Feng Xu speak with sincerity, it really seemed like that. The People's Party actually feared warlord scuffles? The People's Party, this group of fearless rebels, also had things they were afraid of? An uncontrollable sense of absurdity surged in Yuan Shikai's chest like a tide. "Hehe, heihei, haha." Yuan Shikai couldn't help laughing loudly.

Since the People's Party was determined to rebel, a person like Yuan Shikai naturally wouldn't be so boring as to attack the People's Party to their face with "bringing disaster to the world". The People's Party was meant to bring disaster to the world; saying this again was meaningless. Seeing the People's Party finally feared warlord scuffles, Yuan Shikai suddenly felt his chest filled with a sense of justice. These bastard kids finally knew the world wasn't what they imagined.

Feng Xu understood Yuan Shikai's thoughts. He waited for Yuan Shikai's laughter to subside before continuing: "Now Japan is desperately engaging in industry; they are eyeing China covetously. Foreign devils are waiting for China to fall into chaos, then carve up China. But do the Manchu Qing Die-hard Faction have the ability to defend China's interests? They don't. Even if our two families perish together, and the Manchu Qing Die-hard Faction has no enemies, they still can't defend China. The reason why our People's Party insists on overthrowing the Manchu Qing Die-hard Faction is that we see the face of this group of people clearly. As long as they are on stage for one day, China has no hope for one day. As long as the Die-hard Faction is on stage for one day, we will not hesitate even if it triggers warlord scuffles."

This statement had to be made clear. Feng Xu knew he wasn't here to surrender to Beiyang on his knees. Because the People's Party didn't lack the ability to destroy Beiyang's three divisions in Henan. This was also why, with Chen Ke's almost absolute power in the People's Party, he still spent so much effort to barely make the young comrades accept the decision to try negotiating with Yuan Shikai.

But this foundation was so fragile. The People's Party never handed the initiative to others. Even Chen Ke, who proposed the negotiation, was still preparing for total war intensely. Once Yuan Shikai didn't choose cooperation in the short term, the People's Party would mobilize troops to annihilate Yuan Shikai's units in Henan.

Feng Xu really didn't want a total civil war; at least he firmly agreed with Chen Ke's view. Now wasn't the best time for a total civil war.

"Lord Yuan, we want to ask you to preside over the situation of this world. You are a hero known to all; the people of the world have great expectations of you. At this time, as a hero of the world, you have the obligation to stand out; you must stand out. The People's Party is confident in winning the comprehensive victory of the Chinese revolution in the long run. But at this critical time point, Lord Yuan, you have the ability to become the person dominating China's situation. What benefit do warlord scuffles have for China? Once the People's Party and Beiyang reach a consensus now and build a new China, everyone will definitely develop production, engage in economy, industry, and agriculture. When the world is at peace, the people's livelihood will always get better. The many machines and equipment we bought, these family possessions accumulated by the Westernization Faction for decades, can always be operated well. Even if it comes to the time when both sides meet with weapons, and Beiyang wins, you can still easily unify China. Fighting wars, China will also suffer much less loss and pain. Moreover, problems may not necessarily be solved by fighting in the future."

Being placed with such high hopes, Yuan Shikai was naturally very happy. But he also faced a huge problem. Waving his hand to interrupt Feng Xu, Yuan Shikai asked: "Mr. Feng, you mean you insist on me betraying the Manchu Qing!"

Feng Xu shook his head heavily, "Lord Yuan, the Manchu Qing's fate is exhausted. On this point, Lord Yuan, you don't need to whitewash for the Manchu Qing. With the breadth of enmity the Manchu Qing has contracted and the depth of offending the people of the world, once the parliament opens, the parliament will definitely request to Lord Yuan, demanding the Manchu Qing abdicate. It's not Lord Yuan betraying the Manchu Qing, but Lord Yuan bearing the heavy hope of the world, realizing the call of the millions of people in the world. Yao, Shun, and Yu (ancient sage kings) were nothing more than this."

Wang Shizhen felt a bone-chilling cold transmission up his spine; he shuddered greatly. Turning to look at Yuan Shikai, he saw Yuan Shikai's skin exposed outside his clothes densely covered with goosebumps. Although his expression remained stable, the excitement and shock in Yuan Shikai's heart could no longer be hidden.

After a long pause, Yuan Shikai asked: "Then can the parliament abolish the Qing Emperor..."

"Lord Yuan, that is why our People's Party wants to promote the Federation of Autonomous Provinces. This is planning for ourselves, and also planning for Lord Yuan."

Feng Xu no longer concealed anything; he explained the characteristics of the Federation of Autonomous Provinces and the operating mode contained therein to Yuan Shikai thoroughly. Since the center had no right to appoint or remove provincial commanders, the provincial commanders were produced by the provinces themselves according to their own provincial political models. To put it bluntly, whoever became the President was whoever occupied more territory. Beiyang generally believed that quantitative accumulation was the best way to accumulate strength. While the People's Party believed that tapping internal potential was the source of strength. The People's Party would be satisfied with a certain territory; for Beiyang Army's military and political actions to seize other provinces, the People's Party would absolutely not interfere. In return, Beiyang couldn't interfere when the People's Party seized the predetermined territory.

"Then how much territory does Chen Wenqing want exactly?" Yuan Shikai asked with a slightly sarcastic tone. The People's Party captured cities and seized land, now already intervening in Hubei; there was no sign of satisfaction no matter how one looked.

Feng Xu took out a map. After unfolding it, Yuan Shikai frowned. This was a map of China. Anhui, Hubei, Jiangxi, and a peculiar "Huaihai Province" were all colored red. And Lianyungang in Jiangsu near the sea was highlighted. The People's Party not only wanted to occupy the Yangtze River basin but also wanted to obtain a seaport.

"This is the territory we want; other areas, Lord Yuan can take at will." Feng Xu gave the answer. After speaking, Feng Xu looked at Yuan Shikai quietly.

Even seeing Chen Ke carve away a large piece of Zhili and Shandong, Yuan Shikai still didn't get angry, nor did he have the sarcasm of "Chen Ke has a big appetite". Yuan Shikai and Wang Shizhen looked at the map for a while, then ordered someone to send Feng Xu back to his residence.

If there was bargaining, it would show Yuan Shikai took Chen Ke's proposal to heart. Now with this situation of not even discussing, Feng Xu thought with extreme disappointment that this negotiation had absolutely no effect.

After sending Feng Xu away, Wang Shizhen looked at the map again. The red area occupied the heartland of China, especially "Huaihai Province", which cut off the southern part of Shandong. No wonder Chen Ke was willing to cooperate with Beiyang; he had obtained results on the negotiation table that were far from obtained on the battlefield. Just then, Wang Shizhen suddenly heard Yuan Shikai ask: "Pinqing, tell the truth, can my thirty thousand Beiyang troops defeat Chen Ke's fifty thousand troops?"

Wang Shizhen shivered; he really wanted to say they could win. But these words couldn't come out of his mouth no matter what. Just based on the power the People's Party showed last time, thirty thousand Beiyang troops absolutely couldn't defeat fifty thousand People's Party troops.

"Lord Yuan, did you believe the People's Party's words?" Wang Shizhen asked anxiously.

"Pinqing, if warlords really scuffle, are you afraid?" Yuan Shikai's answer made Wang Shizhen feel like falling into an ice cave. This wasn't just because Yuan Shikai's attitude had undergone a great change. Wang Shizhen knew that the intelligence conveyed by Feng Xu was definitely not the People's Party alarmist talk.

"Even if warlords scuffle, the People's Party as the chief culprit cannot escape the blame." Wang Shizhen resisted weakly.

"Chen Ke certainly cannot escape the blame, but even he knows to fear warlord scuffles. Are we inferior to those little bastards of Chen Ke?" Yuan Shikai's tone was very heavy.

Wang Shizhen felt his chest filled with ice blocks; his breathing almost stopped. Although Yuan Shikai rarely cursed Chen Ke, the meaning behind it couldn't be clearer. Yuan Shikai was moved by Feng Xu.

"Lord Yuan, no matter how the court acts against the tide, it is still the court." Wang Shizhen's voice trembled. This was extremely rare.

"Even you, Pinqing, can say the court acts against the tide; then what use is it for our Beiyang to sacrifice ourselves in vain?" There was true grief in Yuan Shikai's voice, "Chen Ke is a man of action like our Beiyang. If we don't make a decision, I dare say that before long, he will transfer troops from Hubei. Now Zhili is in chaos; the Beijing-Hankou Railway is absolutely unsafe. When Chen Ke gathers fifty thousand troops here, what good plan do you have, Pinqing? Do we fight Chen Ke to the death in Henan?"

Wang Shizhen fell silent. He couldn't say to Yuan Shikai, "Let's be loyal to the Great Qing." Wang Shizhen's sense of shame prevented him from betraying the Great Qing, but this sense of shame also prevented Wang Shizhen from saying against his conscience that today's Great Qing was worth dying for.

As if to prove what kind of stuff the Great Qing Die-hard Faction in Beijing was, a personal soldier suddenly came in to report outside the door. After Yuan Shikai looked at the delivered item, his face turned ashen. He handed the letter to Wang Shizhen. Wang Shizhen took it and saw it was Duan Qirui's letter. The court ordered Duan Qirui to take the New Army Third Division back to Beijing to accept commendation. And Zhejiang would be handed over to Zhejiang Governor Zhang Xun.

This herd of pigs! Wang Shizhen cursed secretly in his heart. After Cixi was gone, the level of the Manchu Qing Die-hard Faction had dropped to this extent. Playing tricks so childishly and laughably. If it were Cixi, she would probably immediately use the method of mixing sand, letting Zhang Xun, the nominal Zhejiang Governor, take office, and then arrange an official position below Zhang Xun for Duan Qirui. Let Zhang Xun fight Duan Qirui fiercely. How could she directly let Duan Qirui piss off? Where was the appearance of a ruler in this?

"Lord Yuan, this person Chen Ke will absolutely not sincerely support you as Feng Xu said." Wang Shizhen had no better rhetoric.

"Since we are all people who do things, who can deceive whom. Chen Ke thinks the People's Party can win in the end; I feel our Beiyang can unify the world. Let's wait and see." Yuan Shikai finally made up his mind.

The progress of things was exactly as Yuan Shikai expected. It wasn't that after Beiyang and the People's Party reached an agreement, the world belonged to the two families. To change the situation effectively, there was still countless work to be done.

The first thing was that the two families established a communication organization. The People's Party had long planned to establish a Base Area telegraph system. But the Base Area couldn't make telegraph wires. Or rather, the Base Area's high-quality electrolytic copper was insufficient for making generators and motors, and the copper of insufficient quality had to be used for bullet casing manufacturing. The Base Area's simple wired telegraph network used iron wires that could just be produced in small batches. Yuan Shikai immediately provided a batch of telegraph wires to the Base Area. In return, the Base Area released more than two hundred captured Beiyang spies.

The news brought back by this group of captured personnel surprised the Beiyang Army greatly. The People's Party controlled extremely strictly. In the past, checkpoints were set up to check passing people. But the Base Area simply didn't allow people from various villages to travel at will. Without a pass, detain first. So the Beiyang spies were like moths flying into the fire, walking into the trap one by one.

The People's Party's management of the Base Area reached such a level; Yuan Shikai rejoiced that he didn't put all his eggs in one basket to attack the Base Area. Wang Shizhen and Duan Qirui had suffered from the People's Party's strengthened walls and cleared fields; once they entered Huaiyuan County, they immediately went blind. If Beiyang's thirty thousand troops fought into the Base Area, the difficulties encountered would only be greater than Wang Shizhen and the others.

"Tell Chen Ke, I want to meet him." Yuan Shikai ordered.
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The weather in October wasn't cold yet. At the border of Henan and Anhui, the temperature hadn't reached a freezing degree. Before the meeting between the leaders of the two largest armed forces in China in 1908, the cavalry of both sides had repeatedly patrolled the surroundings of the meeting place. However, what was a bit embarrassing was that the military horses on both sides bore the Beiyang mark. Those were military horses originally produced by Beiyang and military horses captured by the People's Party.

The location of this meeting was in a pavilion at the junction of Fuyang, Anhui, and Zhoukou, Henan. Both sides inspected the pavilion separately first, then inspected the pavilion jointly. No bombs, no assassins. The almost digging-three-feet-deep inspection was to protect the safety of the leaders of both sides.

The substantive significance of this meeting wasn't great. The meeting of the supreme leaders was just to tell the subordinates on both sides that the direction of cooperation had been reached. The remaining work required a large amount of communication and consultation between the two sides to complete. But its symbolic significance was so great that no comment could be overstated. This was a formal expression of cooperation. No matter how big the differences and conflicts were between Beiyang and the People's Party, based on the common stance of dealing with the Manchu Qing Die-hard Faction, the two sides finally came together.

No matter how cautious the people below were, Yuan Shikai and Chen Ke had no fear. Both of them had experienced too many dangers. Because they bore the fate of too many people, they didn't care about their personal life and death anymore. When it was time to meet, Yuan Shikai and Chen Ke each took two attendants and galloped towards the pavilion from two sides together. Behind both sides were dense cavalrymen eyeing covetously. This wasn't a peaceful meeting.

Neither Yuan Shikai nor Chen Ke planned to have a life-and-death struggle in the pavilion. Dismounting separately, they exchanged greetings in the pavilion, and the two sat down. Yuan Shikai smiled: "Haven't seen Wenqing for a long time; can't remember Wenqing's appearance clearly anymore."

"Lord Yuan is still the same as in Beijing." Chen Ke also replied with a smile.

"Wenqing, there is something I have always been puzzled about. Since you are so anti-Qing, why spend such great effort to negotiate peace with me." Yuan Shikai asked straightforwardly.

Chen Ke smiled: "If Lord Yuan becomes the Grand President, I can bow my head to Lord Yuan. But those chicken-stealing and dog-robbing types of the Manchu Qing are simply not worthy."

Although he knew this was Chen Ke's flattery, Yuan Shikai was still very happy in his heart. He also smiled: "Wenqing is a youth to be regarded with awe; I admire you very much too."

Chen Ke put away his smile, "Lord Yuan, in terms of talent, you are above me, and your experience is even richer. If I have some points that look desirable, it's just that I never follow anyone, so I can act freely. Lord Yuan has lived under Cixi for too long; sometimes you are inevitably overly cautious in doing things, easy to be seized the opportunity by others. But since Lord Yuan has decided to put Beiyang's interests first now, then I have no advantage to speak of."

A person as smart as Yuan Shikai knew the meaning in Chen Ke's words as soon as he heard it, "Wenqing, after all is said and done, you still refuse to let the Manchu Qing go. This persistence is indeed something I can't compare with."

"Without destroying these pests of the Manchu Qing, China will definitely have no way out. In this aspect, Lord Yuan must feel very deeply." Chen Ke replied frankly.

Yuan Shikai just smiled but didn't continue this topic. "Wenqing, since I proposed the marriage for you, I can't ignore the He family's affairs. Rest assured, someone in the capital is taking care of the He family."

Chen Ke wasn't too surprised by Yuan Shikai's statement, "Then many thanks to Lord Yuan. If Lord Yuan has any orders, if I can do it, I will definitely serve Lord Yuan."

Yuan Shikai originally wanted Chen Ke to do something, so he also went straight to the topic, "You killed En Ming; the dead cannot come back to life. But can you send En Ming's coffin and his family here together. So I can have an explanation for the people in the capital."

"Does Lord Yuan want anyone else?" Chen Ke continued to ask.

"Oh? Whom does Wenqing want?" Yuan Shikai smiled. This kind of transaction was one-to-one; you yield one to me, I yield one to you. Chen Ke opened his mouth first, so Yuan Shikai had an excellent grasp of the asking price.

"The Guangfu Society has quite a connection with our People's Party. When I was in Shanghai, Mr. Qiu Jin took care of me in many ways. Since Commander Duan under Lord Yuan conquered Zhejiang, can you return Mr. Qiu to me?" Even if Chen Ke couldn't let the Guangfu Society participate in this change dominating the situation of the whole China, he was unwilling to ignore the Guangfu Society. Not to mention anything else, Tao Chengzhang had been making a fuss at Chen Ke's place for a while; Chen Ke had to help no matter what.

This request wasn't a small problem. Yuan Shikai didn't think of how to ask Chen Ke for a price for a moment. What Chen Ke demanded was actually not just Qiu Jin alone. If Qiu Jin was released, other captured Guangfu Society personnel couldn't be killed either. As far as Yuan Shikai knew, hundreds of people were captured. After thinking, Yuan Shikai replied: "Wenqing, you ask for Guangfu people; I can give you Qiu Jin. I can even give you those hundreds of captured people. But if I give you the people, you have to guarantee that the Guangfu Society won't return to Zhejiang within a year. They can't cause trouble for my Third Division."

This requirement was also quite excessive. Chen Ke refused directly, "It is a private matter between me and Mr. Qiu, not official business. So I can't intervene in the Guangfu Society's affairs."

Yuan Shikai could understand Chen Ke's thoughts very well. He nodded, "In that case, I can release Qiu Jin. But please, Wenqing, bring a message to the Guangfu Society people for me, let them send someone to see me. And I also ask now, the matters between me and the Guangfu Society, does Wenqing want to intervene?"

"Since I have an agreement with Lord Yuan, wherever Lord Yuan goes, I will not intervene." Chen Ke replied immediately.

Yuan Shikai laughed loudly, "Wenqing is indeed a man of his word."

Many people always thought the meeting of supreme leaders would talk about profound things. Actually, the negotiation between the two sides was just stating basic positions to each other; specific details wouldn't be discussed by the two sides at all. The two just needed to assign specific affairs to subordinates. Instead, some private matters closely related to the leaders of both sides could be discussed openly and honestly. Chen Ke couldn't send someone to rescue his father-in-law's family and Qiu Jin in Beijing. It was obviously unrealistic for Yuan Shikai to lead troops into the Base Area to seize the coffin of Prince Qing's son-in-law En Ming. As for personally sending a message to the Guangfu Society, it was even less likely to be effective. So in this meeting, there was an opportunity to solve these tricky small matters instead.

Since quite a few positions were determined and respective private matters were solved, the two agreed on the person responsible for specific contact for their own side next step, and then bid farewell.

The protagonists of the meeting were relaxed and at ease, but those who came with them were extremely nervous one by one. Whether it was the People's Party cavalry or the Beiyang cavalry, the officers strictly ordered absolute discipline. But while strictly preventing their own people from causing misunderstandings on the other side, they also had to monitor at all times if the other side had unusual movements. Although the meeting time wasn't long, everyone in the cavalry teams on both sides was sweating profusely. Seeing the leader of their side return safely, everyone breathed a sigh of relief.

"Lord Yuan, what exactly did that Chen Ke say?" It was Cao Kun who accompanied Yuan Shikai. Duan Qirui wasn't there; Wang Shizhen had to sit in Henanfu. Although Cao Kun had a rougher nature, he was an excellent guard commander and cavalry commander. But the characteristic of rough nature was also shown at this time. If it were Wang Shizhen or Duan Qirui who came along, the two of them would absolutely not ask such a low-level question.

Yuan Shikai snorted, "Come over in a few days to transport En Ming's coffin back to Henan for me."

"Just these?" Cao Kun continued to ask. Ever since learning about the political arrangement of the Federation of Autonomous Provinces, Cao Kun had been full of interest in it. Among the Beiyang generals, Cao Kun was the first to take the initiative to run to find Feng Xu to pry for news. After learning in more detail about the powerful autonomy possessed by the provincial supervisors after the Federation of Autonomous Provinces, Cao Kun was elated. Even the frontier officials of the Manchu Qing never had such great power. Asking Cao Kun to betray Yuan Shikai, he naturally didn't have the guts. But as long as he could get Yuan Shikai's approval and become a Military Governor of a province in the future, that would be a genuine local emperor.

Therefore, in the negotiation with the People's Party, Cao Kun tried his best to show the attitude of following Yuan Shikai's lead, and at the same time firmly hoped to implement the political model of the Federation of Autonomous Provinces.

Yuan Shikai knew this clearly in his heart. Cao Kun just showed it plainly because he had shallow depth. Regardless of what attitude the Beiyang generals held towards the People's Party, they had a strong interest in the Federation of Autonomous Provinces. On this point, as long as Yuan Shikai dared to promise territory to these people, they would dare to go through a mountain of knives and a sea of fire, doing anything to the Manchu Qing and all forces daring to prevent this group from gaining status. This could also be said to be "morale available" in a sense, but Yuan Shikai wanted to smile bitterly. The human heart was just so fragile. No wonder Chen Ke could rise in such a short time; even Feng Xu, who defected to Chen Ke halfway, didn't show such impatient desire.

"Hmph, go back." Yuan Shikai threw a cold face to Cao Kun and urged his horse to leave. Receiving this treatment, Cao Kun sobered up a bit instead. He shouted to the horse team, then followed closely behind Yuan Shikai without saying a word and galloped away.

After Chen Ke returned to Fengtai County, the cadres of the People's Party Central Committee had all rushed back to Fengtai County. For the central meeting Chen Ke held at that time, the Central Committee attendance only reached the minimum limit. Now Chen Ke issued an order; all Central Committee members across the country who could come back must come back for the meeting. After the news spread to various places, except for the troops currently in Hubei who really couldn't get away and only sent a Central Committee member and a Party Committee representative back to the Base Area, Shang Yuan, Chen Tianhua, and others from the Shandong Base Area rushed back to the Base Area hurriedly.

The magnitude of this change could be said to be a bolt from the blue. One moment they were fighting to the death with Yuan Shikai, and in the blink of an eye, the two sides reached an agreement. Let alone comrades who didn't participate in the last meeting, even comrades who participated in the last meeting felt it was incredible.

"The recent military work is like this. Before Yuan Shikai leads troops north, we mainly carry out the work of seizing Hubei and Jiangxi. Once Yuan Shikai goes north, we withdraw the troops in Zhili immediately. Then enter northern Jiangsu to fight. Seize the Subei area centered on Xuzhou. And seize Lianyungang." Chen Ke proposed the military strategy.

Quite a few comrades thought the People's Party's peace negotiation was a disguised surrender. Hearing Chen Ke's arrangement, this worry was eliminated immediately. According to this arrangement, the attack range of the troops far exceeded the previous plan. The scale of military operations was several times larger.

Hua Xiongmao originally broke out in a cold sweat hearing Chen Ke wanted to "negotiate peace" with Yuan Shikai. Now hearing the plan, he couldn't help laughing: "Chairman Chen, you are going to tire us out."

"If this can tire you to death, then I think future work can tire everyone back to life." Chen Ke laughed, "In the eight to ten years starting from now. We will have countless work to do. Party building, agriculture, industry, education in the new Base Areas. And war preparations for liberating the whole of China. Everyone be prepared to work yourselves to death."

Hearing about liberating the whole of China, a cold light flashed in Zhang Yu's eyes, "Chairman Chen, eight to ten years later, Beiyang will already occupy a comprehensive advantage. At that time, we work ourselves to death, I'm afraid it will just be serving as a dish for Beiyang."

"Comrade Zhang Yu, your words are wrong. Beiyang can't beat us now; it's even less possible for them to beat us in the future." Hua Xiongmao immediately began to refute.

"Even if we expand now, it's just four times the current territory. What Beiyang controls then will be the whole of China. Are we that awesome? One fighting ten." Zhang Yu had a very tit-for-tat attitude.

"How many people were we when we just arrived in Anhui? Just over a hundred people. Anhui has more than ten million population. According to your statement, we really are that awesome; one has to fight ten thousand." Hua Xiongmao immediately retorted sarcastically.

Being caught in a logical error by Hua Xiongmao, Zhang Yu didn't fly into a rage out of humiliation. He asked Chen Ke: "Chairman Chen, I don't understand. Even if we cooperate with Beiyang temporarily, we don't need to give up the area south of the Yangtze River. Hunan, Hubei, Sichuan, Yunnan, Guizhou, Jiangsu, Zhejiang, Liangguang. It's not like we can't conquer them."

This view had a lot of market in the center. The People's Party's illustrious military exploits were where the confidence of all comrades lay. Just arrived at the Base Area with a hundred people, in just over three years, they had beaten the Manchu Qing until only Beiyang remained as a mobile force. Any province only had the share of shivering in front of the People's Party. The Central Base Area already had three divisions with sixty thousand men, and the Shandong Base Area also had more than four thousand cavalry; they were roaming Zhili with thousands of Jianghu heroes. Burning, killing, and looting under Beijing city. With such power, the People's Party had no reason to bow and scrape to Beiyang.

But the one formulating this plan was Chen Ke. Within the Party, you could question anyone for being timid and fearful. But only Chen Ke couldn't be questioned for being timid and fearful. Chen Ke led comrades to complete military actions one after another that they dared not even think of: Long-distance raid on Anqing, annihilation of Li Yuanhong by land and water, breaking three-route siege, wiping out Duan Qirui and Wang Shizhen. If questioning Chen Ke was wrong, everyone felt that questioning themselves as wrong made them more reassured.

Chen Ke nodded slightly with a sullen face. Everyone knew this was the behavior Chen Ke often had before saying words that shocked comrades. Sure enough, a trace of sarcastic expression appeared on Chen Ke's face. His voice was calm at first, but in the process of speaking, it quickly became intense, "Comrades, the enemy we face is not just the Manchu Qing. As China, we are to compete with the whole world. Everyone thinks our sixty or seventy thousand people are amazing. Within the scope of China, we can say so. But in Europe, a tiny country can mobilize an army of three to five million. The equipment of every soldier in this army is not worse than ours, and the artillery possessed by every division of this army is several times more than the artillery possessed by our entire Base Area!"

Chen Ke's voice vibrated the entire conference room like thunder. And this scene he described left all comrades, including Zhang Yu, speechless.

"Yes, we have a population of over twelve million. But these sixty thousand soldiers have reached our limit. These sixty thousand troops fight north to Henan, west to Hubei, east to Jiangsu and Zhejiang, south to Jiangxi; this reaches the limit. The entire south of the Yangtze River? Fighting south to the southernmost part of Jiangxi, the food supply will be cut off. Now everyone feels we seem to hit wherever we point; that's because we rely on water transport. Without these captured small steamboats, how do you transport troops and grain? Breaking away from water supply, walking on mountain roads can drag ourselves to death! What to do without food? Do we become bandits?"

All comrades who once optimistically estimated the revolutionary situation wilted; even Zhang Yu lowered his head. But Zhang Yu was Zhang Yu after all; he raised his head quickly, "Chairman Chen, what I said earlier was wrong. I will never have such wrong thoughts again in the future; I reflect."

Chen Ke nodded. He let out a breath, calming his agitated emotions, and then continued: "Comrades, revolution is in stages. Just like primary school has primary school lessons, middle school has middle school lessons; when you get to university, you not only have to learn knowledge but also learn research methods. Just like we are now in these few small river ditches, such a tiny broken boat is enough. Even these few broken boats, we can't build them ourselves now. Revolution is not just overthrowing counter-revolutionaries but also learning construction. This construction is not just industry and agriculture; in the future, there must also be ideological construction. I personally think, in the next eight to ten years, can we build this piece of land we circled to the level of Europe? I think we can't even do that."

Among the cadres here, Yan Fu and Pu Guanshui had been abroad to see. After listening, they nodded slowly. Chen Ke's standard was really not low. If this piece of land could reach the level of Europe, unifying China would really be a matter of snapping fingers.

"In Europe, with such a large territory and so many people, that would have to be a Germany. The country of Germany, when mobilized, the army can have 3 million, tens of thousands of artillery pieces. The navy can have hundreds of warships of several thousand tons. Warships of ten thousand tons can number forty or fifty. One such warship requires tens of thousands of tons of steel. That is to say, the steel Germany uses just for building warships is ten million tons. Ten million tons, comrades. Up to now, the steel used by our entire Base Area is not much, and iron is even less. Adding up, it's less than two hundred thousand tons. Only one-fiftieth of Germany. Just expanding territory without engaging in construction won't work."

The central comrades originally had various attitudes, but now they were all scared by this huge gap. Everyone was silent. Those who originally wanted to follow Zhang Yu to question Chen Ke felt ashamed and wished to bury their heads under the table.

"Eight to ten years time, everyone work hard; I think an annual steel output of three million tons is still achievable. And in this large new Base Area, if children can all go to school, plus adults start learning, I think millions, or even tens of millions of high school students, I think can still be had." Chen Ke's tone became much more soothing at this time, no longer indignant, but trying his best to persuade the comrades. And this number proposed by Chen Ke, while stimulating comrades greatly, also brought great hope and confidence to comrades. Producing three million tons of steel a year, although sounding exaggerated, this was said by Chen Ke. Invisibly, it made comrades feel a possibility of realization.

Chen Ke continued to calm his emotions before continuing: "But to engage in such large-scale construction, we need a peaceful environment. If China's power holder is the Manchu Qing, then resolutely no; even if not engaging in construction, we must knock out the Manchu Qing first. If the nominal ruler is Beiyang, I think it is acceptable. After all, Beiyang is also a relatively modern group; they also know how to engage in industry and construction. Moreover, Beiyang comes from a Westernization background; they know how to deal with countries around the world. On this point, we still have to learn from Beiyang. And these people in Beiyang, deep in their bones, are not traitors. If conditions permit, they will also do their best to maintain China's interests. The final result of the revolution will definitely be our People's Party obtaining the final leadership, but we must be able to endure the long and arduous process during the revolution."

"Chairman Chen, how do we deal with Beiyang in the future? According to what you say, they have advanced nature." The one asking was Chen Tianhua. This once "radical" revolutionary was already the Director of the Political Department of the Shandong Base Area. When other comrades dared not make a sound, Chen Tianhua wasn't scared.

Chen Ke finally had a smile. He replied: "Beiyang has advanced nature. The knowledge they possess now, and many methods they will adopt in the future, have places we can learn from. However, Beiyang's system is too backward compared to our system. My view on Beiyang is: watch him build a red tower, watch him entertain guests, watch his tower collapse."

"Haha." Some comrades with a relatively strong sense of humor couldn't help laughing upon hearing these last words. Chen Ke's contempt for Beiyang boosted everyone's confidence a lot.

Seeing the dull and depressing feeling dissipate a lot, Chen Ke returned to his usual calmness, "Comrades, construction is harder than destruction. To advance the revolution most effectively, I think practicing internal strength hard is the most important. Reviewing our revolutionary work in these three years, the power spent on construction far exceeded the power consumed in military struggle. It can be said that without these constructions, there would be no military victories of ours time and again. Without our deep and extensive combination with the people, it would be impossible to have such a vast Base Area now, let alone so many troops. We are now about to step onto the political stage of the entire China, and in the future, onto the larger stage of the entire world. I think it is necessary for us to strengthen our construction capabilities even more. This is the fundamental reason why I think we should reach an agreement with Beiyang."

Yan Fu began to applaud, followed by Pu Guanshui, Hua Xiongmao, Yuwen Badu, Ren Qiying. Soon all central comrades began to applaud enthusiastically. Chen Ke didn't fail the comrades' trust; he still fulfilled the responsibility a party leader should bear, choosing the path for the party and explaining the reasons to the Party Central Committee.

Chen Ke waved his hand, and the applause subsided quickly. According to custom, Chen Ke should continue to fulfill his obligation to the Party Central Committee, formulating execution steps with comrades after determining the direction.

"Comrades, now we seem to have reached an agreement with Beiyang, but we must also be prepared for Beiyang to turn hostile at any time. Preparations for military struggle cannot be relaxed at all. The organization of Beiyang is originally a very loose alliance. Yuan Shikai is used to being a slave; if you let him rise to be the master of the house himself, he is very unaccustomed to it. Maybe he will give you a case of one step forward, three steps back. We cannot harbor illusions about them."

As soon as Chen Ke finished these words, the conference room roared with laughter. This was the Chen Ke everyone was familiar with, the leader who would absolutely not entrust the Party's fate to others. Also the leader to whom everyone was willing to entrust their lives and fortunes.
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Of the famous Beiyang Six Divisions (Zhen), except for the First Division composed of Bannermen which Yuan could not completely control, the remaining five divisions were all Yuan's direct lineage. Of these six Beiyang divisions, the Fifth Division was stationed in Jinan, Shandong, and the other five were all stationed in Hebei.

By October 1908, with the start of the war, the Third Division was stationed in Hangzhou, Zhejiang, under the leadership of Duan Qirui. The Second, Fourth, and Sixth Divisions moved to Henan. The Fifth Division was still stationed in Jinan. The only one left in Zhili Hebei was the First Division stationed north of Beijing.

The First Division was a force composed of Bannermen, so Regent Zaifeng was relatively reassured. Logically speaking, the military strength in Zhili Hebei was not lacking. Besides the First Division, there were also "suspected armies" (nominal/useless armies) of various Banners and battalions in the capital. In addition, Regent Zaifeng and the Imperial Clan formed a "Royal Guard" imitating the German Imperial Guard model.

To be fair, although the Little German Empire established by diplomat Prime Minister Bismarck claimed to be "founded on military power", what Prussia was actually best at was "disguising itself as a military power". The Royal Guard was less about combat effectiveness and more about forcing those Junker bumpkin aristocrats to accept modern scientific education and discipline compulsorily, so they wouldn't disgrace themselves in future life.

Zaifeng only knew the how but not the why. The Noble Academy (Guizhou Xuetang) petitioned to be established in 1905 was originally intended to cultivate military talents for the Imperial Clan to grasp military power. But those children were mostly good-for-nothings. As mocked in the "Bamboo Branch Lyrics" of the late Qing: "Nowadays nobles are listed in special classes, their homework averages mostly on whoring and gambling; the most amazing thing to pass on is that they can also sing a few military songs". The "Anecdotes of the Qing Palace" also recorded such a farce, saying that the students of the Noble Academy were mostly princes, beiles, or imperial clan children, so the meals in the school were extremely rich and exquisite. Each person had a table, costing seven or eight taels of silver a day. If it didn't suit their taste slightly, these people would throw basins and bowls at the table and scold loudly. Even the superintendents and instructors of the school were treated as slaves, allowed to be yelled at by the A-ge (brother/sir) students, obeying orders blindly. What was even more absurd was that for students to attend class every day, the instructor had to send someone to invite them. Sometimes they had to be invited four or five times before they reluctantly arrived. And when they arrived, it happened to be lunch time, so these people ordered food, wiped their mouths after eating, and swaggered off. There were also those who occasionally came to the lecture hall once; sometimes when the mood struck, they would sing a Beijing opera tune loudly in the classroom. Such shapes were too numerous to mention.

In fact, Zaifeng's three brothers were all students of the Noble Academy, but apart from attending the opening ceremony slightly, when did they really go to the academy for class? The Regent himself was perfunctory; the others could be imagined.

Zaifeng never expected that such a group of bastards would also have a day to go to the battlefield.

The nightmare began in early October. As if popping out of the ground, groups of mounted bandits suddenly looted various Imperial Estates outside Beijing city. The mounted bandits not only looted, but their methods were also extremely bloody. The managers and fellows in the Imperial Estates, anyone sent by the Imperial Clan families, were all beheaded. Since October was a good time for travel and outings, among those visiting the Imperial Estates were quite a few princes, beiles, fujins (consorts), and ge-ges (princesses/ladies) of the Imperial Clan. These Imperial Clan princes and beiles were all beheaded. The fujins and ge-ges vanished without a trace; it seemed they were carried off by the mounted bandits.

What frightened the Imperial Clan most was that it seemed there were characters with "Longyang addiction" (homosexuality) among these mounted bandits. Several pink and tender bodies of princes and beiles had no trousers...

The Shenjiying (Peking Field Force) guarding the capital immediately moved dawdlingly from Wangfujing to the Fengtai Camp. This "suspected army" composed of Bannermen was immediately raided by mounted bandits after entering the Fengtai Camp. The mounted bandits killed into the Fengtai Camp under the cover of night. The Shenjiying, this "suspected army", had no combat experience at all; combat effectiveness was basically negative. Being raided, they had no way to cope, allowing the mounted bandits to chase and chop them down while fleeing for their lives. While creating corpses all over the ground, the mounted bandits also looted the munitions and then set fire to the Fengtai Camp. Residents of the capital saw the flames of the Fengtai Camp burning all night.

At this point, the Beiyang First Division stationed north of Beijing had to commit troops to suppress the bandits. The cavalry battalion chasing the bandits was completely wiped out after being ambushed. Just as the infantry entered the capital, the mounted bandits broke into the First Division barracks north of Beijing, and the fire burned all night again.

Next to suffer was the Cixi mausoleum under construction. They dispersed the craftsmen, massacred the eunuch officials, and burned the timber on the construction site together.

This large group of mounted bandits also understood the importance of intelligence very well. They removed all telegraph lines leading from the capital to various places. Relay stations everywhere were looted, and equipment was swept away. The station houses were burned down. Beijing instantly became blind and deaf.

News of attacks everywhere came continuously through messengers. Regent Zaifeng, having no choice, forced the New Army First Division infantry to attack. Getting news of mounted bandits rampaging from Tongzhou, the New Army First Division attacked helplessly. They were intercepted halfway, and the First Division was almost completely wiped out. Since then, the regular army in Zhili could be said to be gone. After annihilating the Manchu Qing regular army, the mounted bandits immediately scattered to operate in various places.

In the huge Beijing, the almost usable troops at this time were only the police and various "suspected armies" sent to the city walls for defense. But rumors were rife in the capital, three scares a day, no peace for a moment. At this point, Zaifeng remembered the "Noble Academy". No matter what, having these people in command could at least boost morale a bit. But this wishful choice was worse than not choosing it. The personnel arrangement was arranged, but no noble children of the Noble Academy went to take office. Some relatively honest troops even specially sent people to visit and invite them. The result could be imagined. Either these nobles claimed illness and didn't come out, or they simply drove these annoying ghosts guarding the city out of the door. The blow to morale was fatal. The military heart that had already begun to slacken now reached the level of disunity.

The Imperial Clan ministers could talk big on ordinary days; "wiping out enemies while talking and laughing" on paper was fine. Facing such a situation really, every one of them was dumbfounded. Zaifeng knew Yuan Shikai wouldn't be stupid enough to walk into the trap and come to Beijing. In desperation, he conveyed the order to Duan Qirui, who was far away in Zhejiang, to bring the Beiyang Third Division back to Beijing to receive awards. Zaifeng thought this clever plan of killing two birds with one stone had a completely opposite effect, which was not something Zaifeng's IQ could understand.

Zaifeng also thought about asking foreigners for help, but the foreign troops were to protect the legations. When the telegraph was completely interrupted, they naturally couldn't help Zaifeng. Not only did they not help, but the diplomatic corps of various countries questioned Zaifeng about what was going on. Under these internal and external difficulties, Zaifeng just hid in the Prince's Mansion and didn't come out.

A large number of Imperial Clan officials went to Zaifeng's Prince's Mansion asking him for a solution, but they were all shut out. It wasn't until Empress Dowager Longyu sent someone to call Zaifeng that Zaifeng had to enter the palace to report this matter. But what effect could reporting have? Stating the problem realistically didn't mean being able to solve the problem effectively. Empress Dowager Longyu had no other way besides lamenting and crying.

The messenger sent to Shandong for help never returned. The mounted bandits cut off the railway line again. Beijing, the power center of China, became the most unsafe place in China at this time.

The terrible situation finally extended from outside the city to inside the city. Mounted bandits infiltrated the capital. Because the students of the "Noble Academy" refused to serve as commanders of various city gates, and the mounted bandits showed no sign of attacking the city walls, the defense of the capital was actually extremely lax. On October 29, with coordination from inside and outside, the mounted bandits suddenly broke through the Chaoyang Gate of the capital and killed directly into the Prince Yi's Mansion inside Chaoyang Gate.

The ancestor of Prince Yi was the 13th Prince (Yinxiang), brother of Yongzheng, whom many danmei girls never forgot. However, this generation suffered repeated misfortunes. In the Gengzi year (1900), because Pujing indulged the Boxers, the foreign diplomatic corps strongly demanded Pujing's execution. After Pujing died of anxiety, Cixi immediately stripped Pujing of his princely title and bestowed the title on Yuqi, the young son of Pujing's younger brother Puyao. But inheriting the princely title required waiting and seeing, undergoing a "two-year observation and probation period".

Prince Yi's Mansion had originally experienced the looting by the Eight-Nation Alliance troops and suffered severe blows from Cixi, resulting in a slump. However, the mounted bandits weren't trying to beat a drowning dog. "Lax defense, close to the city gate" was the reason for Prince Yi's Mansion's bad luck.

Those who killed into the Prince's Mansion were genuine mounted bandits. Slaughtering princes was really a great pleasure for these people. That night, except for a few good-looking young women who were carried off, everyone else in Prince Yi's Mansion, regardless of gender or age, was beheaded without exception. When a big fire began to burn in Prince Yi's Mansion, the last fig leaf of the Manchu Qing was also torn off. Displayed in front of the capital and the viceroys of the world was the miserable image of the Manchu Qing Die-hard Faction weak enough to be trampled upon by anyone.

The fact that the Manchu Prince Yi was wiped out in the city and female relatives were looted scared all the princes out of their wits. Especially princes with many family members; this terrible ending of extermination made the Prince Gong's family make a foolish move first. They tried to escape from Beijing city and hide in Tianjin where public security was still good. The vanguard of Prince Gong's family moving in disguise was immediately attacked. The whistling mounted bandits threw a string of heads at the Beijing city gate and whistled away. The terrified city gate guards dared to go collect the heads only after a long time. The people of Prince Gong's Mansion always liked to swagger through the streets; the heads with distorted mouths and eyes were immediately recognized.

Prince Gong's family disguised themselves to leave the city; not many people knew this news. Who leaked the news, causing these people not to escape the murderous hands? At this point, the Manchu princes didn't even have the courage to investigate the murderer anymore. Every household gave up hope. The men held weapons to defend their families; the women all carried sharp weapons in their bosoms, ready to commit suicide or destroy their looks when encountering mishaps to avoid humiliation.

In a Mountain God Temple, Pang Zi, as the liaison officer and commander of the "Local Heroes", laughed up to the sky after hearing this news, then fell to the ground and wailed loudly. Eight years, a full eight years. The blood debt owed by the Manchu princes to the heroes of Hebei and Shandong finally began to be repaid a little.

For this military operation, Pang Zi had long made up his mind to kill a batch of Manchu princes ruthlessly for revenge. The People's Party's attitude towards this operation was very ambiguous. The troops of the Shandong Base Area were mostly from grass-roots backgrounds. This bunch of people had grudges with Beiyang more or less. Brothers like Pang Zi who came from the Boxers and participated in the Jing Tingbin and Zhao Sanduo uprisings were not rare. For killing former enemies, these comrades had no psychological burden at all. And Pang Zi summoned many "local heroes" from the Taihang Mountains in Hebei. These people were willing to come down the mountain to do this job for nothing more than "robbing money, robbing grain, robbing women". This destined that this quasi-military operation could absolutely not be a dignified fight like between two armies, with preferential treatment for captives.

Combining various realistic situations, the disciplinary requirement for this operation became "Troops are absolutely not allowed to participate in actions of rape and slaughtering women and children." Troops were not allowed to do so, but it didn't mean forcibly imposing the regulation on the "local heroes". Moreover, requiring genuine bandits to abide by such regulations obviously belonged to the category of not seeking truth from facts. Pang Zi fully utilized this regulation.

Although bandits looked fierce usually, they actually all had a strong inferiority complex. Inflicting violence on people of the Prince's Mansions with "noble status" in society could give their inferior souls great satisfaction. Pang Zi didn't deliberately incite; he just chopped off a few heads as if nothing happened, proving that these killings wouldn't trigger any terrible consequences. The subsequent matters didn't need Pang Zi to instigate anymore. All killings were done personally by the Jianghu heroes. Before starting, Pang Zi would also move the troop comrades away. Listening to the wailing and screaming of those princes, nobles, and running dogs, don't mention how happy Pang Zi was in his heart.

Mounted bandits also had rules. In the team, one could laugh loudly, shout loudly, curse loudly, but crying loudly was not allowed. Heroes generally believed that wailing loudly would bring bad luck. On this issue, the psychological analysis department of the Base Area didn't have such superstitious views at all. The view summarized by the Base Area psychological analysis department according to certain "tentative theories" proposed by Chairman Chen Ke was that sincere crying would bring great emotional release, while the biggest psychological motivation for looters was the high emotional accumulation triggered by "desire". The two were contradictory.

After emotional release, people's attention intensity would decrease, and subjective initiative would decrease. "Details determine success or failure"; lack of concentration would trigger various mistakes, and decreased subjective initiative would trigger being "one step slow" at critical moments. Combining them, the probability of failure increased greatly. Mounted bandits obtained laws over a long time. Lacking a more scientific classification summary theoretical framework, they had to use various "superstitions" to explain, but the specific experience obtained from practice was definitely not superstition.

When discussing these theoretical contents before the action, Pang Zi discovered just after listening for a while that without needing to loot, just studying these "messy" things could make people completely lose the desire and impulse to loot. But now when he wailed loudly with joy, these theories popped out of his mind inexplicably. Since it was weeping for joy, Pang Zi stopped crying very quickly. He wiped his face casually, shouted a throatful, "Eat." Then he went to the fire to fill a bowl of rice and started eating.

This practice was also suggested by the psychological department. The so-called relaxation and tension in degree; to maintain high emotion in the specific execution of looting actions, one should suppress psychological excitement in peacetime instead, just like accumulating floodwater upstream to sweep across the downstream when bursting.

The mounted bandits were all experts of many years. Although they didn't know why Pang Zi changed so fast, since Pang Zi fully restored the "traditional rules", everyone immediately felt reassured and also lowered their heads quietly to start eating together.

The group of mounted bandits Pang Zi was with wasn't large in number, totaling more than fifty people, but they were the bravest gang in the Taihang Mountains. It was they who bloodwashed Prince Yi's Mansion and grabbed quite a lot of things. The reason Pang Zi acted with them was to take revenge on Prince Yi who deceived the Boxer brothers. Back then Prince Yi and Gangyi used all kinds of clever words to trick the brothers into entering Beijing; Pang Zi remembered clearly. Regardless of what end Prince Yi Pujing had, Pang Zi never extinguished this thought of revenge.

Sitting next to Pang Zi was People's Party Political Department cadre Hou Peifeng. His public task was to act with Pang Zi, "avoiding excessive situations and supervising/protecting Pang Zi from making mistakes". Actually, these were all auxiliary tasks. Hou Peifeng's real task was to observe and study the characteristics of mounted bandits, providing effective research for dealing with bandits in the future and large-scale comprehensive bandit suppression in the farther future.

The People's Party wouldn't allow the situation of bandits running rampant to exist for a long time. In a certain period, bandits were unavoidable objects to deal with. Taking advantage of this operation, a considerable number of cadres received such tasks. While eating, Hou Peifeng observed the mounted bandits naturally. This group was different from the intimate organization of the People's Party. From the first day he arrived here, Hou Peifeng felt a feeling of being in a wolf pack. Although all bandits had clear division of labor and good coordination of action, there existed a range of individual territory between everyone. With the increase of looted spoils, this situation of drawing a prison on the ground became more and more obvious. Waiting until returning to the stronghold to share common property vs property that could be directly occupied privately. The relationship between bandits changed constantly with the change of the situation. The words exchanged also changed constantly.

Observing carefully, all these changes were in a dynamic that seemed to follow rules but changed at any time. Hou Peifeng could become a Political Department cadre and had undergone a lot of thinking training. Even so, he still couldn't fully master the characteristics and changes of these bandits in a short time.

After eating, it was the entertainment time for the bandit gang. Fifty-something people drew lots. The bandit leader smiled at Pang Zi: "Great King Pang, since you brought us here, the lot hasn't fallen on you and this brother for several times. I'll make a decision here; you and this brother don't need to draw lots this time."

Pang Zi laughed loudly, "Brothers, I, Pang Zi, am a person who loves vain face. Brothers were willing to come out of the mountain to help; I, Pang Zi, have to let brothers be happy first. Otherwise, if I, Pang Zi, brag about how much I stress loyalty in the future, I will feel guilty myself. Now there are many wolves and less meat; no need to say anything else, draw lots."

Bandits who robbed homes and plundered houses usually lacked women, and had never played with such "high status" women. The Chief inviting "Great King Pang" to share the fujins and ge-ges was mostly polite words originally. Since Pang Zi wanted to be more "presentable", everyone wasn't polite. The draw ended; Pang Zi and Hou Peifeng got their wish and didn't win. The bandits with good luck went to the side room where the fujins and ge-ges were tied up and lined up enthusiastically to vent their beastly desires.

Hou Peifeng knew he couldn't integrate into such a gang no matter what. From the beginning, he didn't say a word, just working honestly. The mounted bandits also treated Hou Peifeng as an honest person. Although they didn't take Hou Peifeng seriously, they didn't make things difficult for him for Pang Zi's sake.

Hou Peifeng knew that after this entertainment ended, the mounted bandits would extinguish the bonfire and enter a quiet time of coexistence of alertness and rest. He took out a small pamphlet and seized the time to start reading by the firelight.

"Thus it can be seen that the first step in the process of cognition is contact with the objects of the external world; this belongs to the stage of perception. The second step is to synthesize the data of perception by arranging and reconstructing them; this belongs to the stage of conception, judgment and inference. It is only when the data of perception are very rich (not fragmentary) and correspond to reality (are not illusory) that they can be the basis for forming correct concepts and theories.

Here two important points must be emphasized. The first, which has been stated before but should be repeated here, is the dependence of rational knowledge upon perceptual knowledge. Anyone who thinks that rational knowledge need not be derived from perceptual knowledge is an idealist. In the history of philosophy there is the 'rationalist' school that admits the reality only of reason and not of experience, believing that reason alone is reliable while perceptual experience is not; this school errs by turning things upside down. The rational is reliable precisely because it has its source in sense perceptions, otherwise it would be water without a source, a tree without roots, subjective, self-engendered and unreliable...

The second point is that knowledge needs to be deepened, that the perceptual stage of knowledge needs to be developed to the rational stage — this is the dialectics of the theory of knowledge. To think that knowledge can stop at the lower, perceptual stage and that perceptual knowledge alone is reliable while rational knowledge is not, would be to repeat the historical error of 'empiricism'. This theory errs in failing to understand that, although the data of perception reflect certain realities in the objective world (I am not speaking here of idealist empiricism which confines experience to so-called introspection), they are merely one-sided and superficial, reflecting things incompletely and not reflecting their essence. ... Respecting experience but despising theory, and therefore unable to have a comprehensive view of an entire objective process, lacking clear direction and long-range perspective, and being complacent over occasional successes and glimpses of the truth. If such persons direct a revolution, they will lead it up a blind alley."

This was Hou Peifeng's favorite "On Practice". No matter how he read this article, it wasn't easy to connect theory with practice, yet he inadvertently generated strong resonance between the lines. Reading "On Practice" while combining the current work of observing bandit characteristics with theory.

Is my perceptual observation insufficient? Or have I fallen into the predicament of "idealist empiricism of introspection"? Various thoughts conflicted repeatedly within the framework of "criticism and self-criticism". Immersed in the learning process, Hou Peifeng simply couldn't hear the strange sounds coming from the queue next door.

Pang Zi was also learning and reflecting. This joint operation was divided into two parts. The regular army, mainly the Shandong Base Area cavalry brigade, with the support of the People's Party Hebei intelligence agency's intelligence network, gave the Manchu Qing regular army a devastating blow. Although not knowing how deep the intelligence agency's infiltration into the Manchu Qing was, accurate and effective intelligence made every military attack a huge success.

Attacks on various manors and princes and nobles were all borne by "Jianghu heroes". The heroes resolutely opposed "showing their faces" when facing "official people", so they held the style of acting of "kill all, loot all".

The large-scale looting operation had reached this time; according to the rules of mounted bandits, everyone should also disband. Thinking of this, Pang Zi couldn't help taking out a piece of paper already worn somewhat damaged from his bosom.

This was a "looting yield curve chart" drawn by Chen Ke, and a "guess theoretical formula" was also listed. Chen Ke had no looting experience, but his university president was a famous mathematician. Although Chen Ke wasn't from the mathematics department, when he was in school, he also pretentiously listened to this old scholar's lecture on "Mathematics and Life" in a large lecture theater packed like sardines.

All students, including Chen Ke, were deeply touched. The praise of this group of laymen, having more emotion than professionalism, was "Mathematics is the dog of this old gentleman's family; it does whatever he tells it to do."

Mathematics is a very magical discipline; it can depict reality without relying on the actual situation at all. Only after engaging in revolution did Chen Ke understand why foreign movies esteemed mathematicians so much. Over-mythologizing mathematics wasn't scientific. But making full use of mathematics was significant.

If not for the fact that these comrades like Pang Zi mostly only mastered quadratic equations in two variables, Chen Ke actually really wanted to use calculus, double integrals, multiple integrals, and higher mathematics methods of finding trends to analyze the optimal choice for looting for them. Looting targets, action routes, transportation difficulty, carrying difficulty; after these basic parameters were determined, mathematical methods could be used completely to arrange the action optimally and reasonably. And the benefit-risk ratio could also be easily calculated quantitatively.

Pang Zi originally treated looting from a practical perspective; those ghost-talisman-like formulas gave him an instinctive resistance. But linking theory with practice was the same for any industry. Patiently listening to a theoretical explanation, Pang Zi suddenly discovered that the principles inside coincided with his long-term practice. The only difference was that the terms used by both sides were different. The practitioner sought the maximum success rate of each action based on experience, while the theorist pointed out the universal situation under the macro situation based on laws.

From unwilling learning at the beginning to spontaneous and active acceptance later. Pang Zi even inferred other things from one instance and understood a sentence in military academy education, "Strategy succeeds because it is correct; tactics are correct because they succeed."

Pang Zi already understood that the larger the scale of plunder, the more obvious the correctness and universality of theoretical guidance. on the intuitive coordinate curve, it was about to reach the inflection point of looting yield and effort. Proceeding further down, unless expanding the looting range, the yield rate would plummet.

Having such a tool, Pang Zi really wanted to figure out what magical power these simple numbers and images contained, to be able to tell the direction of development before things started. But his little bit of knowledge was simply insufficient to understand such a degree of mathematical problems. This was just like Chen Ke, before learning higher mathematics, completely didn't understand what the significance of drawing coordinate curves was.

After studying for a while, Pang Zi still didn't understand. In boredom, he took a wooden stick with the front end burned into black charcoal and drew the curve chart and several quadratic equations in two variables on the wall. Not long after finishing drawing and looking at it, the queuing activity was finished. Regardless of whether they relaxed or not, the mounted bandits should rest. Everyone lay down within the sphere of influence of their own property and began to rest. No more fuel was added to the fire, and it slowly extinguished.

At dawn, all the mounted bandits got up. Packing up horses and spoils well, they galloped towards the scheduled next gathering place.

Maybe it was these people's luck, or maybe Pang Zi's crying time and intensity last night weren't enough, "insufficient bad luck attracted". More than two hours after they left, a large group of German cavalry came whistling. These were the guards of the legation quarter. The looting and cutting of communications by the mounted bandits finally made the diplomatic corps feel they had to symbolically display their existence.

Anyway, learning through channels provided by the Manchu Qing that a certain group of mounted bandits rested here, the Germans moved out. The commander of this unit was Second Lieutenant Heinz. After cautiously determining that there were no mounted bandits inside the ruined temple, but signs of a large group of people stationed there, Second Lieutenant Heinz dismounted and entered the ruined temple to search.

There were various signs in the empty ruined temple, such as women's underwear in the side room, and some abandoned damaged but quite expensive fabrics. It seemed the mounted bandits indeed rested here, but there was no physical evidence that could clearly prove where they fled. The Second Lieutenant, who originally suspected the inaccuracy of Manchu Qing intelligence, cursed in German and wanted to leave. However, with an inadvertent glance, Heinz stopped his steps.

The Second Lieutenant had mixed in the Royal Guard; he went to China to be a military attaché in the embassy to gild himself. In the juvenile military academy, mathematics was a required course. Seeing the familiar coordinate curve chart on the wall, Second Lieutenant Heinz felt a twitch on his palm. Military academy teachers used corporal punishment on students; Second Lieutenant Heinz was bad at mathematics back then, so he suffered a lot.

Moving closer to look, sure enough, familiar coordinates and equations. Written on the wall with very fresh charcoal; the charcoal stick used for writing still had gray soil rubbed off from the wall.

Raising his head again, Heinz scrutinized this ruined temple carefully. He had a very strange hope, that is, if God could give a clear indication, exactly what kind of group of bandits lived here yesterday! Even in Germany, most people didn't understand this kind of advanced mathematical knowledge!
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"Mr. Yan, I have a matter I'd like to ask you to go see Yuan Shikai for," Chen Ke said as he invited Yan Fu to take a seat.

Entering November, the temperature dropped sharply. Yan Fu wore a military cotton overcoat but still felt cold. He warmed his hands over the coal stove for a while before feeling much better. Unlike Beijing and Tianjin, Anhui was very damp and cold. Chen Ke had considered establishing heating supply, but there was no large thermal power station, no boilers. Steel was also insufficient, and there were no galvanized heating ducts or chimneys, so they had to use coal stoves for heating.

"Wenqing, just give the order." Yan Fu didn't quite understand Chen Ke's words, so his answer was full of probing. After the cooperation between the two sides was reached, Yan Fu really developed a kind of admiration for Chen Ke. If it were an ordinary person, facing the flood of information, they should have been indecisive and in a dilemma. Chen Ke seemed to see the situation in the North with his own eyes, able to find the most critical parts quickly from countless intelligence reports. So Yan Fu couldn't guess what exactly Chen Ke wanted him to talk to Yuan Shikai about.

Chen Ke handed a plan to Yan Fu. Yan Fu's expression became more and more solemn as he read it. After flipping through it several times, he nodded, "This matter indeed requires me to go talk to Yuan Shikai."

"Mr. Yan, the Manchu Qing stole China. Let's not talk about destroying books and tampering with history. But when we overthrow the Manchu Qing, we absolutely cannot let the documents and materials handed down to the present be destroyed. But Yuan Shikai doesn't look like someone who would pay attention to such details no matter how you look at him. If I emphasize this matter, Yuan Shikai won't take it to heart either. I'm afraid he might even think I either have improper motives or am making trouble out of nothing. I thought about it, and only if Mr. Yan goes to mention this matter, Yuan Shikai might listen. Although compared to those materials, Mr. Yan is more..."

Yan Fu interrupted Chen Ke's words rarely. In his solemn expression was an excitement hard to suppress, "Chairman Chen, I truly admire you for having this thought. You said before that the faith of my China is our detailed history recorded for thousands of years. Going to see Yuan Shikai for this matter, my personal safety is not worth mentioning. If I die for this, I, Yan Fu, obtain benevolence as I sought it; how happy that would be. I'll go back to arrange work and set off immediately."

"This matter involves a lot; please, Mr. Yan, tell Yuan Shikai that my People's Party attaches extreme importance to this matter!" Even though Yan Fu's attitude was firm, Chen Ke couldn't help urging repeatedly.

Yan Fu felt empathy for Chen Ke's anxiety. He nodded repeatedly, "Since Chairman Chen mentioned this matter, my heart is also burning with anxiety. If there is nothing else, I will go back now."

Three days later, Yuan Shikai was stunned to hear that Yan Fu came to visit. These two old brothers both served under Li Hongzhang in the former Beiyang. When in Tianjin, they and some other people of insight often discussed current politics and explored various ways to strengthen the country together. At that time, Old Master He, that is, the father of Chen Ke's father-in-law He Ruming, was still alive. They had also gathered at Old Master He's house a few times. In a blink of an eye, ten years had passed without seeing each other. Since Yan Fu became a rebel, Yuan Shikai also remembered Yan Fu often. Although the matters at hand were piled up like a mountain, Yuan Shikai still put down all current matters. He stood up and said: "Please let Mr. Yan come in."

Yuan Shikai's etiquette was very heavy; he descended the steps in the central courtyard to welcome him. Originally, the host's status was higher than the guest's, and the Manchu Qing had particularly many stinking rules. With Yuan Shikai's status, waiting in the living room would be an extremely polite attitude. Generally, when a guest with extremely high status came to visit, they were only ushered into the living room to wait for the host Yuan Shikai to come out and meet them. Being able to wait for Yan Fu under the steps of the central courtyard, the face Yuan Shikai gave was huge.

Since before the Boxer Rebellion, they had been busy separately. Not seeing each other for ten years, the two generals of the former Beiyang were much older than the image of the other in their respective memories. Yan Fu was born in 1854, Yuan Shikai in 1859. When they were together, Yan Fu was less than forty, and Yuan Shikai was a young man in his early thirties then. These years Yuan Shikai's official career had been smooth sailing, so the change wasn't big, only fatter. Yan Fu had experienced hardships these years, but still maintained the same well-proportioned physique as when he was the Chief Instructor of the Beiyang Naval Academy. But both felt the vicissitudes of years accumulated on the other person. The once high-spirited middle-aged men were now inevitably beginning to step into old age.

"Brother Jidao, I finally see you." Yuan Shikai smiled and welcomed him. Among the old brothers of the former Beiyang, in terms of learning, Yan Fu was the well-deserved number one. Yuan Shikai had always admired this point.

"Brother Xiangcheng, I missed you very much too." Yan Fu also admired Yuan Shikai's resourcefulness, capability, and vigorous and resolute style. Because he engaged in military education work for a long time, Yan Fu's vision was extremely high. Although Yuan Shikai had outstanding achievements, pacifying Korea and promoting Westernization, Yan Fu always felt Yuan Shikai cared too much about power. While admitting Yuan Shikai's ability, he felt somewhat disapproving. Looking back now, Yan Fu felt he was still too bookish back then.

Both were top figures in China today, and time was precious, so there weren't so many empty courtesies. Yuan Shikai pulled Yan Fu into the living room. He said while walking: "Brother Jidao, why did that good disciple of yours let you come? How big must this matter be?"

"It is really a matter as big as the sky. This time I came to ask for orders from Brother Xiangcheng!" Yan Fu answered straightforwardly.

Sitting side by side on the guest seats next to each other, Yuan Shikai frowned slightly. Yan Fu never engaged in alarmist talk; how big must the matter be to make Yan Fu anxious like this?

"Those people in the capital feel their lives are precarious now; I'm afraid documents and books will suffer a great disaster. Brother Xiangcheng, I am here to beg you. My China is China precisely because these documentary records have not been interrupted for thousands of years. So under Wenqing's order, I come to beg you, Xiangcheng, to save China." After Yan Fu finished speaking, he stood up and bowed deeply to Yuan Shikai.

Yuan Shikai looked Yan Fu up and down; that sincere expression and voice were really not faking. Moreover, everyone knew Yan Fu's character; a true scholar. For him to be anxious about such things... wasn't surprising.

"Brother Jidao, I will care about such matters." Yuan Shikai replied.

"Not just care about it; I come to beg Brother Xiangcheng to treat it as the most important of important tasks to handle." Yan Fu immediately emphasized his position.

"This..." Protecting classics and documents, Yuan Shikai really hadn't thought about it originally. Reminded by Yan Fu, Yuan Shikai also felt doing so was correct, but he didn't feel at all that this importance needed to rise to the height mentioned by Yan Fu.

"This is Wenqing's letter." Yan Fu handed Chen Ke's letter to Yuan Shikai.

Yuan Shikai couldn't help laughing loudly after reading only half of it, and laughed heartily after reading it all. Ever since deciding to cooperate with Chen Ke, Yuan Shikai himself found that the number of times he laughed loudly was much more than before. Both were people who did practical things and loved doing things. After reading various plans, they could understand them in their hearts. Thinking of the subtleties therein, Yuan Shikai felt a great sense of finding a soulmate.

"Brother Jidao, do you know what is written in this letter?" Yuan Shikai asked.

"I read this letter several times."

"But the things mentioned in this letter are clearly not for classics and documents." Yuan Shikai was very surprised.

"We don't care about those properties at all. Falling into Beiyang's hands naturally means falling into our China's hands. The National Archives, the National Grand Library, must be established. We want to send people to participate. The library director must be designated by us." Yan Fu spoke extremely seriously.

Yuan Shikai thought for another while and had already comprehended the essence, "Brother Jidao, doing this matter really requires a lot of manpower."

"We know how much effort and heart this will take. That's why I came personally to beg Brother Xiangcheng. If someone else came, no matter what he said, Brother Xiangcheng probably wouldn't believe the intention of protecting documents and classics, right." Yan Fu looked at Yuan Shikai seriously.

Yuan Shikai really wanted to agree to Yan Fu, but the words couldn't come out of his mouth no matter what. Yuan Shikai was a person with extreme responsibility and never deceived people with big words. Saying words was easy, but doing it was difficult. Thinking over and over, Yuan Shikai lost the joy of the beginning. He sighed, "Brother Jidao, your good disciple Chen Wenqing really knows how to find trouble."

"China is so big; wanting to do some practical things for China is definitely incomparable trouble. That's why I ran here to beg Brother Xiangcheng." Yan Fu's attitude remained consistent.

Yuan Shikai didn't respond. He picked up Chen Ke's letter and read it carefully again. This plan was extremely clever and dignified; it didn't damage moral integrity at all, publicly or privately. But to really execute it, even Yuan Shikai felt it was quite detailed, requiring very meticulous skills and operations. Looking at the entire court, only Yuan Shikai alone could do it. This didn't look like something a young man in his twenties could come up with no matter how one looked at it.

"Brother Jidao, this matter... I can't agree to all of this matter. I can do the big parts, but for the details mentioned in this letter, I can only do my best. You also know what those dog slaves below are like. If you don't take classics seriously, those rough fellows know shit; they won't even think of targeting classics. But if you take classics seriously, this bunch will rack their brains to steal them. After stealing, they have no use for them, just pasting walls. But in the end, I'm the one carrying the black pot." Speaking of that group of bastards below, Yuan Shikai was both angry and annoyed.

Yan Fu replied: "That's why Wenqing specially wrote a letter and entrusted me to bring it. This isn't ordering Xiangcheng around. It's also that Wenqing knows how hard it is to get things done and wants to offer plans and strategies to Xiangcheng. Brother Xiangcheng, people say leaving a good name for eternity; this is a major event that will leave a good name for eternity. The First Emperor burning books, Xiang Yu burning Xianyang; mentioning it now is still infamy. If you can handle this matter, let alone hundreds of years, even thousands of years later, when our bones have turned to ash, which person of later generations mentioning this matter won't praise Brother Xiangcheng's achievement."

Yuan Shikai reached out and touched his bald forehead, "Brother Jidao, no need to say these words anymore. If this matter can be done, I naturally know what evaluation I will have after I die. Wenqing doing this is also out of good intentions; I know very clearly. I thank you here."

Speaking of this, Yuan Shikai suddenly sighed, "Brother Jidao, you really accepted a good disciple. As long as this matter can be recorded in history books, Brother Jidao's merit of advocating it will be immortal for a thousand years. I can also benefit from your light. Speaking of understanding scholars, Brother Jidao is much stronger than me."

Yan Fu was just about to explain that this wasn't thought of by him first. But seeing a personal soldier come in from outside, stepping forward to hand over a visiting card. After Yuan Shikai read it, he couldn't help laughing: "Speak of scholars, and a scholar arrives. Brother Jidao, Cai Yuanpei asks for an audience; this identity is actually the President of the Guangfu Society."

Of course, Yan Fu knew Cai Yuanpei was the President of the Guangfu Society. Cai Yuanpei's philosophy wasn't quite the same as Tao Chengzhang and others. Although he started the Guangfu Society initially, Cai Yuanpei later walked very close to the Tongmenghui. After the rise of the People's Party, the Tongmenghui's power was greatly affected. First, the Anhui Yue Wang Society rose for a time, then vanished in a few days. The remnants either merged into the People's Party or ran to Hunan. Then the Guangfu Society broke away from the Tongmenghui. Then Huang Xing and Song Jiaoren took the revolutionaries of the Huaxinghui back to Hunan to start a situation. Under several blows of splitting, the Tongmenghui slumped and almost lost its voice. Yan Fu, who was in the Central Committee of the People's Party, hadn't heard news of Cai Yuanpei for a long time. Unexpectedly, after Chen Ke passed the news that Yuan Shikai wanted the Guangfu Society to see him to Tao Chengzhang, Cai Yuanpei actually came out personally.

"Since Brother Xiangcheng has agreed, I will go back first." Yan Fu stood up to bid farewell.

"Eh?" Yuan Shikai hurriedly stopped Yan Fu, "Why is Brother Jidao in such a hurry? I know you are also extremely busy over there. But you always have time to see Cai Yuanpei, right? And after seeing him, we brothers will have a meal. Haven't seen you for so long, I really miss Brother Jidao."

Yan Fu knew Yuan Shikai doing this was also to prove to the Guangfu Society that even the People's Party decided to submit to Beiyang, so the Guangfu Society shouldn't think about borrowing the power of the People's Party to oppose Beiyang. However, Chen Ke had already stated this matter clearly to Tao Chengzhang, so showing his face now wasn't leaking secrets. Most importantly, Yan Fu was also very interested in Cai Yuanpei's attitude. So he stayed.

Yuan Shikai wasn't so polite to Cai Yuanpei. He and Yan Fu originally didn't sit as host and guest; to facilitate conversation, the two sat side by side on two guest chairs close together. Now the two sat as host and guest again. Yuan Shikai naturally sat in the center on the main seat, and the first guest seat was given to Yan Fu. Cai Yuanpei was ushered into the living room and greeted Yuan Shikai. Yuan Shikai didn't say a word, didn't move.

Cai Yuanpei was surprised to see Yan Fu there. The two had quite a lot of contact in Shanghai because of Ma Xiangbo. Cai Yuanpei knew Yan Fu came from Beiyang, so it was no problem for Yuan Shikai to treat Yan Fu with courtesy. But now Yan Fu was already a leader of the People's Party; the two armies fought several times, killing and wounding many of each other. Now seeing the seating arrangement of the two, they seemed to be wearing one pair of pants again. Because of the rise of the People's Party, Cai Yuanpei had paid quite a bit of attention to Chen Ke in the past two years. Recalling when he first met Chen Ke, Chen Ke visited him alone. At that time, he was full of desire to work for the Guangfu Society. Once the Guangfu Society didn't give Chen Ke a chance, Chen Ke immediately gathered men and horses to work on his own. In a few years, the People's Party had implicitly rivaled the Beiyang group. Thinking of this, Cai Yuanpei felt quite bitter in his heart.

But even if it was bitter, he could only endure it. Cai Yuanpei bowed deeply, "Lord Yuan, I came in response to Lord Yuan's call."

Yuan Shikai himself also came from a scholar background, just failed to obtain any academic degree. So in his heart, Yuan Shikai was always unwilling to offend literati. He ordered someone to lead Cai Yuanpei to a seat further down opposite Yan Fu.

After all, Cai Yuanpei didn't have the long experience of doing things like Chen Ke or Yan Fu. The conversation between the two sides immediately appeared very difficult. Yuan Shikai's intention wasn't to do anything to the Guangfu Society at all. Facing the current complex situation, the purpose of Duan Qirui's Third Division was to guard Zhejiang from trouble. Since the Guangfu Society was the local snake in Zhejiang, Yuan Shikai knew he couldn't exterminate the Guangfu Society at all. So originally he even prepared to offer extremely generous conditions to quell the dispute.

But the principle in this world was "Better to fight a clear-headed person than speak a sentence to a muddled egg". As a learned scholar, Cai Yuanpei spoke without reflecting his status at all. Cai Yuanpei could certainly think Yuan Shikai was a "powerful figure who only cared about his own interests". But Yuan Shikai, perhaps having dealt too much with the People's Party in both politics and war, didn't adapt to Cai Yuanpei's thinking at all for a while.

Yuan Shikai asked what Cai Yuanpei came for. Cai Yuanpei talked to Yuan Shikai about revolution.

Yuan Shikai said Cai Yuanpei's revolution was pure nonsense; Cai Yuanpei said we had ideals.

Yuan Shikai said Cai Yuanpei's ideals had problems; Cai Yuanpei said we had facts.

Yuan Shikai said Cai Yuanpei's facts were unclear and principles unknown; Cai Yuanpei said the Guangfu Society system was advanced.

Mixed in were many exchanges.

Yuan Shikai said, Guangfu Society don't cause trouble for me. Cai Yuanpei responded, our Guangfu Society is not afraid of death.

Yuan Shikai advised, dying in vain is meaningless. Cai Yuanpei responded with, we dedicate ourselves to the country, never bowing to the Manchu Qing.

When Yuan Shikai was strongly unhappy and asked what exactly Cai Yuanpei came for. Cai Yuanpei actually hinted that Yuan Shikai should recognize the situation; the great righteousness was on the Guangfu Society's side.

Yuan Shikai hinted to Cai Yuanpei that "many things can be discussed". Cai Yuanpei immediately demanded the Beiyang Army withdraw from Zhejiang before talking.

Synthesizing Cai Yuanpei's elegant and beating-around-the-bush words, and then listening to Yuan Shikai's answers suppressing anger and maintaining rationality. Yan Fu really didn't know whether to laugh or cry. This was also because Yan Fu had a lot of work experience and had seen much; finally, he could see the clues. But neither of the two talking parties was willing to show their bottom cards. A negotiation that should have been hearty and drippy turned into a torture.

Yan Fu had always thought Yuan Shikai was an honest person, and now he was more certain of his judgment of Yuan Shikai. Yuan Shikai also had difficulties he couldn't mention. Cooperating with the People's Party, this kind of thing might not be hidden. But in any case, the specific content of cooperation couldn't be exposed. So facing the Guangfu Society, Yuan Shikai wanted to make peace, but the tree wanted calm while the wind didn't stop. The Guangfu Society completely didn't know how to place their position, still holding a mentality of confrontation as the main focus. Yuan Shikai's heartfelt intention of reconciliation was treated as donkey liver and lungs (bad intentions).

But Yan Fu knew he couldn't say a word at this time. Better to offend the Guangfu Society than to offend Yuan Shikai. But listening dryly, he was also anxious.

The negotiation naturally had no result. Cai Yuanpei finally expressed "Visit again tomorrow." Yuan Shikai told Cai Yuanpei "Come again after thinking it through."

After the two sides parted unhappily, Yuan Shikai's anger hadn't subsided. He patted the table and said: "Both are revolutionary parties; how can they differ so much?"

Yan Fu couldn't say anything else; he just wanted to get rid of this trouble. Instead, Yuan Shikai felt that talking like this would definitely have no good result. He asked: "Can Wenqing come forward?"

How could Yan Fu accept such a big trouble? He advised: "Brother Xiangcheng, the Guangfu Society is considered not bad. You haven't seen the Yue Wang Society in Anhui; that was truly unreasonable at all."

Yuan Shikai knew a little about the destruction of the Yue Wang Society. Seeing Yan Fu like this, he couldn't forcibly press this responsibility onto the People's Party. At the banquet, Yuan Shikai couldn't help pouring out his bitterness, "Brother Jidao, although you didn't understand being an official back then. But you have seen these things in officialdom. I am really miserable too. If you don't take them seriously, they hate you. If you take them seriously, they don't know who they are themselves, just causing you trouble. On the contrary, Wenqing acts with courtesy and restraint. Doing things, considering others first. Presumably, Wenqing's days are not easy either."

"Young people have more drive than us old men." Yan Fu advised. He and Yuan Shikai were both over forty; in 1908, they were indeed genuine old men.

"That's also because Brother Jidao, you have a good disciple who can already support this situation. Look at the bunch under me; although not young, I haven't seen any drive in them. Causing trouble, however, one beats another. Makes my heart break with worry." After saying this, Yuan Shikai raised his wine cup and drank it all in one gulp.

Seeing Yan Fu accompany him with a cup of wine, Yuan Shikai then asked: "Brother Jidao, tell the truth. Wenqing let you come this time, besides this matter, does he have other plans? If Brother Xiangcheng handles this matter, he can preside over the center; what other plans can there be."

"Hehe. Does Brother Jidao still want to hide it from me? I saw the map Feng Xu brought last time. After I lead troops north, what do you plan to do about northern Jiangsu? Pinqing is the Jiangbei Commander-in-Chief stationed in Xuzhou; what do you plan to do?" Yuan Shikai pointed out the biggest conflict point between the People's Party and Beiyang directly.

Yan Fu was startled in his heart; this was the problem Chen Ke discussed with him before leaving. Once Yuan Shikai went north, the People's Party would immediately seize northern Jiangsu. Since Yuan Shikai asked this, Yan Fu quickly discovered the problem. He asked back: "Is Brother Xiangcheng going north recently?"

"Is Chen Wenqing prepared to coerce me once before I go north?" Yuan Shikai laughed, "Brother Jidao, you are too dishonest."

Yan Fu couldn't help feeling that Chen Ke simply had the ability of foresight. Before leaving, Chen Ke specially talked about this matter with Yan Fu. The conversation at that time could be used to answer Yuan Shikai exactly, "Brother Xiangcheng, this Subei is actually irrelevant. Our two families must talk clearly about the matter in Shandong. It is impossible for us to spit out the southern part of Shandong we occupied."

Yuan Shikai didn't speak either, but ordered someone to bring the map Feng Xu brought last time. After spreading it out, he asked Yan Fu, "Then tell me clearly where exactly you want. Since Wenqing sold me such a big face on the matter of classics, we might as well talk about this matter. Let me say this first, the fertile land of Shandong, you don't even think about touching a bit."

Yan Fu received the mandate for the Shandong issue negotiation from Chen Ke, but this had to be raised by Yuan Shikai first; Yan Fu couldn't mention it actively. Since the situation developed to this extent, Yan Fu took out a map of Shandong from his carry-on bag. This was a topographic map of Shandong. Mountains and rivers were the key display contents on it. Yuan Shikai stared at this map, fire almost coming out of his eyes.

Yan Fu's finger drew a line on it, which was a large southern area dominated by mountains.

"Rizhao absolutely cannot be given up. Even if you want to guard Lianyungang, you can't take my Rizhao." Yuan Shikai objected immediately.

"Rizhao can be left out, but we want the side of Liangshan and Weishan Lake."

"Why don't you just fight directly into Tai'an and take Jinan? Don't think about occupying the mountains and rivers (strategic locations)."

Two old brothers nitpicked bit by bit, talked bit by bit. They argued until nearly midnight before barely reaching an agreement.

The only reason an agreement could be reached was that Yan Fu stated the People's Party could fund the construction of the southern section of the Jin-Pu (Tianjin-Pukou) Railway within the territory leading directly to Shanghai. Yuan Shikai knew the People's Party would deal with foreigners eventually; this couldn't be stopped. He demanded that the People's Party customs must have future central tax personnel, and the tariffs due to the center shouldn't be less by a penny. In 1908, China's tariffs were extremely low, only about 5%. Yan Fu demanded that this approx 5% tariff must also be divided into local and central shares. The future Yuan Shikai Central Government couldn't take it all. Everyone started bargaining again. Finally, it was settled that the center took 40% of the tariff, and the local took 30%.

After finishing talking about this series of key issues, it was the turn of the Subei issue. Both sides agreed that the People's Party could enter Subei to fight only after Yuan Shikai's talks with the Jiangsu Parliament collapsed. And completely annexing Jiangsu was not allowed. Only the area north of the Baoying to Yancheng line could be seized.

"This let you take a big advantage." Although it was just negotiation, Yuan Shikai was already a bit out of breath.

"Brother Xiangcheng, rest assured. Wenqing is not a person who goes back on his word. Since we sincerely talk with you, we will definitely keep the agreement." Yan Fu was fifty by nominal age; after this tossing about, he was also tired enough.

"What if he doesn't keep the agreement? Could Wenqing fight into Beijing for me?" Yuan Shikai drank a mouthful of tea and slowed down.

After resting for a good while, Yuan Shikai said: "Don't know why, I just trust Wenqing. When he returned my Beiyang Army, I still felt extorted by Wenqing at that time. But seeing so many injured officers and soldiers received treatment, and very dedicatedly. I lost the thought of revenge at that time. Although I don't understand Wenqing as a person, I see he is a person who clearly distinguishes public and private interests. He will absolutely not forget righteousness for profit. However, Brother Jidao, I hope you watch this child well; never let him do anything stupid."

"As long as the Manchu Qing abdicates, what benefit does great chaos in the world have for China? Our two families are already guarding against each other; accidental clashes are meaningless. Serious business can't be finished; for that little petty profit, playing some clever tricks, haven't we suffered enough losses?" Yan Fu fully supported Yuan Shikai's view.

Hearing this, Yuan Shikai suddenly thought of Cai Yuanpei. He cursed: "The Guangfu Society obviously hasn't suffered enough losses. Plotting for Nanjing and hitting a nose of ash; if not for Wenqing sending troops to bring up the rear for them, these people probably couldn't even return to Zhejiang. As a result, they still don't understand now, thinking they can still run rampant in Zhejiang. Brother Jidao, can you find Cai Yuanpei and talk to him, let them stop for a while. Look at him putting on a look of dying generously for a just cause during the day; whom is he showing it to? If I wanted to kill him, would I need him to deliver himself to my door to be killed?"

Yan Fu refused immediately, "Brother Xiangcheng, I think so. The Guangfu Society thinks they lost all territory in Zhejiang; they refuse to swallow this breath no matter what. We can't say too much. How to persuade, I can't persuade."

"Brother Jidao, you don't need to say too much to Cai Yuanpei. You just tell him, bow his head and beg at my door, everything is easy to say, everything can be talked about. If he refuses to lower this head, I won't kill him, nor make it difficult for him; let him roll back to Zhejiang himself." Speaking of this, Yuan Shikai became angry again, "Why don't this bunch of people understand rules now? Reading books into dogs' bellies?"

Yan Fu had to help with this favor. He went to see Cai Yuanpei early the next morning. Surprisingly, Tao Chengzhang also came along. Seeing Yan Fu, the two had expressions of regarding death as returning home. "Mr. Yan, you are passing a message for Yuan Shikai, right. Kill or scrap as he pleases; since we came, we want to hear what exactly he invited us here to do."

Obviously, the Guangfu Society from top to bottom believed the People's Party reached some secret agreement with Beiyang and sold out the interests of the Guangfu Society.

Yan Fu had no choice either. He let the Guangfu Society people insult him with hidden sarcasm in their words, and only then barely made Cai Yuanpei agree to bow his head to Yuan Shikai temporarily for the sake of the hundreds of captured Guangfu Society comrades. Even so, before Cai Yuanpei went to visit Yuan Shikai again, Tao Chengzhang kept Yan Fu at the Guangfu Society station.

Don't know if the Guangfu Society was preparing to use him as a hostage or had other plans. Anyway, Yan Fu made up his mind that after this matter of the Guangfu Society was settled, he would never bring messages to anyone again in this life. He, a fifty-year-old man, worked and taught innocently all his life. If working for the country or for sensible people, that was fine. Why should he be mixed into these boring disputes of spirit? Yuan Shikai said the Guangfu Society didn't understand rules; he really didn't say it wrong.

If the Guangfu Society had any redeeming qualities, perhaps it was that they really had the guts to come to Henan to see Yuan Shikai.

Cai Yuanpei didn't leave for very long before returning. Obviously, there was a mixture of joy and suspicion on Cai Yuanpei's face. The Guangfu Society immediately held a meeting, but excluded Yan Fu from the meeting. Yan Fu wanted to leave, but their subordinates stopped him. Yan Fu waited outside with the mentality of "let them be". After waiting for a long time, Tao Chengzhang came out with an excited face. Seeing Yan Fu, he immediately bowed and saluted, "Mr. Yan, brothers didn't handle things well and wronged you."

Yan Fu really didn't want to care about what agreement the Guangfu Society reached with Yuan Shikai. He wasn't good at social intercourse originally. Chen Ke sent him this time entirely because of Yan Fu's old friendship with Yuan Shikai. So Yan Fu didn't care so much either. After Tao Chengzhang finished polite remarks, Yan Fu took his leave.
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Yuan Shikai had always thought that Chen Ke didn't like playing petty tricks, but he was indeed somewhat cunning. For example, in every proposal of Chen Ke, the things Chen Ke got seemed much less than Yuan Shikai, but looking at input and output, the effort Chen Ke spent was also much less. Whether these proposals could maximize Yuan Shikai's interests was still uncertain, but Chen Ke's interests were definitely maximized. To the extent that Yuan Shikai sometimes thought, it would be great if Chen Ke could make selfless contributions a few times.

But Yuan Shikai really wasn't angry at all. Yuan Shikai's overall goal was too grand to be completed by Beiyang alone. He had to coordinate inside and outside and start from multiple directions to solve the problem. The more cards available, the better. So Yuan Shikai not only had to cooperate with the People's Party but even had to swallow his pride and cooperate with a revolutionary party like the Guangfu Society.

In contrast, Cai Yuanpei went to see Yuan Shikai for the second time with the thought of preparing to suffer all kinds of humiliation. This time he lost the previous thought of "nothing more than death" and finally "lowered his noble head". However, what actually happened was completely different from what Cai Yuanpei imagined.

Yuan Shikai asked what exactly Cai Yuanpei planned to do coming here this time. Cai Yuanpei stated he came to ask Yuan Shikai to release the captured comrades of the Guangfu Society. Yuan Shikai stated that as long as the Guangfu Society promised not to cause trouble for the Third Division within a year, he could immediately let Duan Qirui release the people right away.

Cai Yuanpei was confused at that time. Let alone Yuan Shikai agreeing so readily, even the condition for release left too much room for imagination. "Not causing trouble for the Third Division within a year"; if considered optimistically, that meant the Third Division didn't want to create friction with the Guangfu Society either. "Lord Yuan, what exactly do you mean?" Cai Yuanpei's surprise this time wasn't faked.

Yuan Shikai picked up a map and casually drew a line in southern Zhejiang, "It's obviously unrealistic to ask you not to clamor for revolution. If you want to make trouble, make trouble south of here for a year. But if you dare to cross this line, don't blame my Beiyang for being impolite."

Cai Yuanpei wondered if he heard wrong, or did Yuan Shikai have some unspeakable evil conspiracy? Such a condition was ten thousand times better than what the Guangfu Society envisioned themselves. The less than two thousand remaining people of the Guangfu Society were mostly hiding in the Anhui People's Party's territory. These people couldn't even make a big fuss in a prefecture, let alone the whole of Zhejiang. The territory Yuan Shikai casually marked out was enough for the Guangfu Society to toss about. Could it be that Yuan Shikai wanted to concentrate the Guangfu Society in one place to implement total annihilation?

"Then what plans does the Third Division have?" Cai Yuanpei asked.

"Whether you believe it or not, my Beiyang Third Division just wants to maintain the situation in Zhejiang. As long as you don't cause trouble, the Third Division has no time to pay attention to you. But if you make such a fuss again, and the Third Division starts fighting again, there won't be such preferential treatment." Yuan Shikai replied.

Cai Yuanpei's mind fell completely into a confused state. Normally speaking, this kind of thing was a friendly truce gesture. But why did Beiyang want a truce with the Guangfu Society? Could this be the agreement reached between the People's Party and Beiyang? Various thoughts were tangled; Cai Yuanpei really had no choice but to ask a relatively simple question, "Then what about after a year?"

"Who knows what it will become after a year? We'll talk about it then." Yuan Shikai replied, "How about it, do you agree?"

"This..." Cai Yuanpei wanted to say let me find someone to discuss it, but felt the news obtained now was too hard to understand; he hoped to get more detailed intelligence.

Yuan Shikai had no time to tangle with Cai Yuanpei. He said coldly: "If you want to find someone to discuss, go back and find someone now. Whether you agree or not, give me a definite answer tomorrow morning. Tomorrow afternoon you go back to Zhejiang for me; I don't want to see you again."

Cai Yuanpei returned to the station completely muddled. Discussing with the Guangfu Society comrades, everyone was also stunned. The crowd had various guesses and speculations, but none understood what exactly Yuan Shikai wanted to do. After a long discussion, Tao Chengzhang finally made up his mind, "Gentlemen, the foundation of our Guangfu Society is in southern Zhejiang anyway. Regardless of what Beiyang thinks, as long as we can save our comrades back, we retreat to the south to regroup. Within a year, everyone will only have enough time to recover vitality. If Beiyang is willing to abide by this agreement, that is naturally the best. If they refuse to abide, we will fight them to the end."

No one had a better way either. Dreaming about the future of Zhejiang in Henan was completely a matter of being suspended in mid-air. The Guangfu Society quickly made the decision to cooperate temporarily with Beiyang. They reported the result to Yuan Shikai, and Yuan Shikai sent people to take the Guangfu Society members back to Hangzhou.

Yan Fu left a day earlier than the Guangfu Society. He rushed back to Fengtai County to report on his mission. As soon as he entered the Party Central Committee office, Qi Huishen rushed up immediately, his face full of urgency, "Mr. Yan, it's great that you are back. We lack translators."

"Translators? Did some foreign literature and materials come over?" Yan Fu immediately became excited. The People's Party had already begun collecting foreign technical books and materials; some things coming back successively made Yan Fu very satisfied.

"Not materials. A bunch of foreign devils came." Qi Huishen said with an excited look.

Chen Ke's office wasn't big, so he and Pu Guanshui and a few other cadres received the foreign devils in the conference hall. Yan Fu took a shortcut from the side room into the conference room. He saw the side room was changed into a small meeting room. Besides a few stools, there were actually teapots, snacks, sugar, and honey on the table. Although the conditions were very simple, the things that should be in a diplomatic talk lounge were all there. He saw three or four foreign devils sitting around there, sipping tea with expressions of appreciation or dissatisfaction from teacups; some also dipped small snacks in honey and put them into their mouths. And they were communicating in foreign languages in low voices.

This was the situation Chen Ke arranged according to the description of the Mafia national meeting in New York in "The Godfather". It must be said that apart from not being luxurious enough, the basic layout was correct.

There were also a few foreign devils inside the conference room. Chen Ke and Pu Guanshui, along with several cadres, sat around the large conference table used for People's Party Party Committee meetings. A cup of tea was placed in front of everyone, and there was a large glass water pitcher. The returned students in the Base Area were mostly "German-made". Upon introduction, inside the room were British and German diplomatic personnel; in the outer room were French and Russian representatives.

"Mr. Yan, how is your French?" Chen Ke asked Yan Fu secretly.

As a senior naval officer and great translator, Yan Fu knew quite a few foreign languages. "I don't know Russian." Yan Fu also replied in a low voice.

"Russian hairy ones speak French; knowing English, French, and German is enough. Especially French; no one among us knows it." Chen Ke continued to say in a low voice. In these years, French was the lingua franca of the diplomatic world. In Europe, if a non-French high-level person knew French, that meant they had status. Besides that, knowing Latin meant culture and upbringing. If one knew Greek and Italian too, damn, one came from a scholarly family. This was a relatively formal diplomatic meeting; the foreign devils all brought their own embassy translators.

This wasn't the first time the Base Area received foreigners. After retaking Anqing, the British had sent someone to ask Zhang Yu, the Secretary of the Anqing Prefectural Committee, if the British fleet could dock in Anqing. The Central Committee's reply to Zhang Yu at that time was "Tell the British they can dock." But the British fleet never came. After all, Anqing was a war zone; the British didn't want to look for trouble. Since the People's Party in Anqing had no hostility towards the British, the British didn't think it necessary to intervene in China's civil war either. For such performance, the Central Committee was also happy to be at leisure. When the situation was mixed, foreign intervention undoubtedly added more variables to the already chaotic situation.

Hankou had concessions. In the hinterland of China, the consulates of various countries were quite complete. The last Russian Tsar Nicholas II visited Hankou in 1891, attending the 25th anniversary celebration of the Shuntai Brick Tea Factory opened by Russian tea merchants, and on a whim donated money to build an Orthodox church. The People's Party's military disaster relief action in Hubei couldn't avoid foreigners at all. The People's Party had once forced Yan Fu to train some people in foreign languages. Then these people either arrived in Wuhan in advance or followed the main force to Hubei later. Those remaining in the Base Area also went to work in local areas, leaving only comrades like Chen Ke, Qi Huishen, and Pu Guanshui who knew foreign languages themselves here.

Since the People's Party had no translators, a few cadres who knew foreign languages had to go into battle personally. As soon as Yan Fu came back, everyone immediately felt they had a backbone in the translation world. With everyone present, the meeting that was interrupted for a time continued.

In the 21st century, you could go to many places knowing American English. In the early 20th century, Chen Ke's Manhattan accent from New York TV dramas, although fluent, made a slightly contemptuous smile appear on the face of the British representative. Yan Fu knew what the British were laughing at; in the eyes of the British, Americans were a bunch of barbarians. Moreover, in 1908, Americans actually also thought they were not as civilized as the British when facing them.

Unexpectedly, the Hanyang Consular Corps came here primarily to express gratitude. Wuhan flooded; water was several feet deep everywhere. Even if the water receded, a lot of things had to be cleaned up. The Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army didn't march into the concessions but cleaned up the areas outside the concessions. This was the first time in the history of Hanyang opening as a treaty port that the cleanliness of ordinary residential areas exceeded that of the concessions.

Not only that, following the experience summarized in Anhui disaster relief, the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army gathered victims, rectified order, restored industry, and engaged in agricultural production self-help. The disaster-stricken areas in Hubei settled down quickly. Floods easily induced plagues; the People's Party not only had to let everyone survive but also prevent epidemics and treat diseases. The "Refugee Camps" effectively ensured safety and hygiene; on the contrary, an epidemic broke out inside the concessions. Concession hospitals and medical personnel were insufficient, so they had to ask the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army for help.

The Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army didn't care about a few more patients. If not treated in time, this bunch of people would become a source of disease. Seeming high above and ignoring others' life and death, the unlucky ones in the end would still be themselves.

Once the two sides connected, subsequent problems naturally appeared. Foreign diplomatic corps knew there was such a rebel army in Anhui, China. But this rebel army obviously avoided dealing with foreigners. Apart from collecting information, they were unwilling to look for trouble either. But the rebels finally began to take over the actual control of the three towns of Wuhan, so the Hankou Consular Corps required the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army to express its attitude towards foreign countries clearly.

He Zudao and the Party Committee had no attitude towards foreigners. In the short term, the Party Committee hoped foreigners wouldn't cause trouble for everyone during the process of the People's Party seizing Hubei. In the long term, everyone hoped the foreign devils would piss off home. So they only said they maintained public security; other things would be talked about after the flood ended.

When Chen Ke held the Central Plenary Session last time, the Hubei side reported this issue to Chen Ke. Chen Ke told the Hubei comrades to tell the Hankou Consular Corps after returning that if they wanted to determine relations, they could form a group to come to Fengtai County. Chen Ke originally thought the consular corps would send someone to contact first. Heaven knows what He Zudao and the others said; the consular corps immediately dispatched a formal diplomatic team to Fengtai County.

Regarding the gratitude of the consular corps, Chen Ke expressed that within its own territory, the People's Party had the obligation to protect everyone's safety. Chen Ke also expressed appreciation that the consular corps didn't show hostile actions. Towards Chen Ke's decent but raw diplomatic rhetoric, the consular corps wasn't too surprised. In the news they got from the Manchu Qing, the People's Party was a group of bandits. Because they completely failed to understand the difference between the People's Party and the Yue Wang Society, the consular corps once agreed with the Manchu Qing's view very much.

It wasn't until the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army entered the three towns of Wuhan that the consular corps knew this rebel army wasn't bandits but a regular army with organization and discipline. Only then did they send a formal diplomatic team to Fengtai County. Riding in open-top tugboats, seeing the tall water towers erected in many cities along the way, the diplomatic team agreed again that the People's Party was definitely not a peasant army but a political force with a certain industrialization attitude. Chen Ke's stiff statement, which could still be considered in line with diplomatic norms, didn't surprise the diplomatic team.

"Then will your side abide by the treaties?" This was the question all consular corps wanted to know most.

Chen Ke knew they were talking about the various treaties signed by the Manchu Qing. Beforehand, Chen Ke also had various assumptions, but he didn't expect this day would actually appear before him in this way, "We are in a hostile state with the Manchu Qing, so we have no obligation to abide by these treaties."

Chen Ke loved watching light American TV dramas. This stuff was okay for ordinary conversation, but not enough for diplomatic occasions. So Chen Ke used Chinese, and the old handsome man Yan Fu translated with a British Naval College accent. Obviously, this content surprised the consular corps, but the accent was appreciated by the British among them.

"Not only do we have no obligation to abide by these treaties, but for any hostile action within our controlled area, we have the right to counterattack. If your side can guarantee neutrality, we can maintain the status quo."

Not only the diplomatic corps, but the People's Party comrades attending the meeting also looked at Chen Ke with very serious expressions. This wasn't a nakedly hostile remark, nor was it a friendly remark. If looked at with Chinese thinking, this was telling the other party, "You obey me. If you obey, I'll deal with you later. If you don't obey, I'll deal with you now."

"That is to say, your side won't abide by these treaties?" The diplomatic personnel of the consular corps confirmed this question again.

"This has nothing to do with abiding or not abiding. First of all, we are not a participant in this treaty; these treaties have nothing to do with us. We have the obligation to guarantee the personal and property safety of Chinese and foreigners within our control range. Gentlemen are diplomatic personnel; we also have the obligation to guarantee gentlemen's personal safety. But we have no obligation to recognize a treaty we never participated in."

Revolutionaries from urban backgrounds in the People's Party once hated the Manchu Qing's "treaties of national betrayal and humiliation" to the bone, although everyone actually hadn't read these treaties. But facing such a group of foreign devils from the diplomatic corps, listening to Chen Ke explicitly reject the foreign devils' request, everyone felt considerable pressure in their hearts uncontrollably.

Yan Fu, acting as translator, wasn't afraid. What Chen Ke said were extremely normal basic diplomatic concepts. However, Yan Fu really wanted to know what kind of foreign treaties Chen Ke wanted to sign with foreign countries.

The foreign devils of the diplomatic corps never expected that in such an inland small county town, the leader of the People's Party would actually use such a stance to deal with them. Moreover, Chen Ke wasn't wrong; the People's Party was now a "rebel army", not an equal political entity with official relations with Europe and America. Except for using force, the diplomatic corps had no possibility of making Chen Ke abide by the treaties.

According to reason, when they encountered Chen Ke, they should have made demands or protests to the Manchu Qing, asking the Manchu Qing to solve the rebel problem. Although according to the consistent practice of Europe and America, if the Manchu Qing couldn't solve the problem, they would find a way to go into battle shirtless themselves. But in the current situation, the diplomatic corps didn't think it had reached such a degree.

"Can we adjourn temporarily?" The leading British diplomatic personnel said.

"OK." Chen Ke replied. This vulgar English made the diplomatic personnel of various countries frown uncontrollably.

"Chairman Chen, what will these people think?" Pu Guanshui asked somewhat worriedly.

"What to think? Simple. They want us to be obedient. If we are not obedient, they will fight over." Chen Ke answered very clearly.

Pu Guanshui was startled by Chen Ke's words. The People's Party was now in a situation of heavy outside and light inside. All capable troops were basically on the outer lines. Inside the Base Area, there was only a 106th Division in training. Dealing with Yuan Shikai might be okay, but if the foreign devils fought over from the Yangtze River, once Yuan Shikai turned hostile, the Base Area really couldn't hold. Feeling timid in his heart, his words naturally became timid, "Until now, we haven't had any conflict with foreigners." Pu Guanshui couldn't help blurting out a sentence.

Chen Ke didn't criticize Pu Guanshui. It would be a very late matter for the Party to have full contact and conflict with foreign forces. Now was the day when imperialism was arrogant. Although he didn't think they would meet foreigners with weapons at the current stage, Chen Ke was also a bit nervous in his heart. Seeing the anxious looks of the comrades, Chen Ke still said: "This conflict is not a life-and-death battle between our two sides. The British want to dominate the situation in the Yangtze River basin; that is to say, they believe the situation in these areas must conform to British interests. After our People's Party appeared here, a large part of the area broke away from British control; they are naturally unhappy. Asking about the treaties is to see if we are willing to abide by the rules set by the British for this belt."

Yan Fu, Pu Guanshui, and Qi Huishen all understood foreign countries relatively well. If Chai Qingguo were here now, he would probably bristle with anger immediately and want to fight the British to the death. But these three wouldn't.

"Then what exactly does Chairman Chen plan?" Qi Huishen asked.

"The plan is simple. If they want to blackmail us, there is no door. However, we welcome normal business. If they pretend to be tough and fight up, we fight them! How many years has it been since the Boer War? If the British really forgot the pain after the scar healed, we will give them another one." Speaking to the end, Chen Ke's tone was already somewhat murderous.

"But our troops are all on the outer lines now." Pu Guanshui finally voiced his worry.

Regarding this question, Chen Ke sneered, "Outer lines? Why is it the Wuhan Consular Corps coming this time? Why not the Shanghai Consular Corps, or the Beijing Diplomatic Corps? Because our troops are in Wuhan now, and our troops themselves occupy a huge advantage. This bunch of people were scared, so they ran here. Do you really think they ran here excitedly to coerce us?"

Changing the angle, all worries changed immediately. Pu Guanshui's eyes lit up instantly.

While speaking, Chen Ke's train of thought also turned this corner, and his expression finally smoothed out, "That's why they want to question whether we abide by the treaties the Manchu Qing signed with them. This bunch of people has no negotiation authorization at all, nor are they qualified to sign any legal documents with us. Even if they sign, the legal effect is minimal. We don't need to be afraid at all."

After determining their bottom line, the People's Party comrades quickly discussed the result. The negotiation convened again. No matter how the people opposite coerced and bribed, the People's Party's attitude remained consistent. Since the People's Party didn't participate in those negotiations, those agreements had no binding force on the People's Party. The People's Party could only reach an agreement with protecting normal life and work as the bottom line. If wanting to sign agreements on politics and economy, the People's Party would only negotiate with the persons in charge of the British, French, German, and Russian embassies. Chen Ke also used a term that was hard for Yan Fu to translate, "subject of law unclear", to deal with these diplomatic personnel.

After several seesaw battles and halftime breaks, this group of diplomatic personnel finally gave up the thought of scaring Chen Ke. They proposed to visit the Base Area. Chen Ke told them that this was a war zone now, implementing a military management system. Before the war came to an end, Chen Ke couldn't provide help in this regard.

In the final stage, these diplomatic personnel finally talked about a pragmatic matter. What was the People's Party's view on foreign warships entering ports controlled by the People's Party. "I said before, we think maintaining the status quo is beneficial to all parties. In the case where no hostile situation occurs, we think it is necessary to maintain the status quo."

The meaning in these words was very rich. The foreign devil diplomatic personnel exchanged glances; their minimum diplomatic goal had been achieved. These people then stood up to congratulate Chen Ke, praising Chen Ke's attitude as pragmatic and constructive.

As the host, Chen Ke concluded with "Our two sides had a frank conversation, fully exchanged views, enhanced mutual understanding; the meeting was beneficial."

In the cafeteria, rice was served for every participant, and several dishes very common in the Base Area were served. They were all rural flavors, heavy oil and strong taste, very fragrant and rich. Each person was given a bottle of "Erdao Brew", an alcohol-blended ordinary shochu prepared for external sales by the Base Area. Although there was no band, the Russian hairy ones praised this wine endlessly as soon as they tasted it, pouring it down bottle after bottle. British and German diplomatic personnel praised the farm dishes highly. The French were pickier eaters, so Chen Ke talked about French dishes he had heard of, like herb lamb chops, Provence bouillabaisse, and red wine cheese fondue. Speaking of French gourmet food, the Frenchmen also had to brag a few sentences about French dishes. This bragging brought appetite, and with appetite, saliva surged out. Chen Ke wasn't blindly polite, praising the Base Area dishes as delicious. And honestly, these dishes were really not bad. Finally, even the French ate their fill.

Giving gifts before leaving. Needless to say, for the Russian hairy ones, it was a case of wine. For other countries, they gave cigarettes and silk from the Base Area. Chen Ke also gave a few pig bristle toothbrushes from the Base Area. Then he talked big about how good the Base Area silk was and how durable the pig bristles were. The diplomatic personnel naturally understood what it meant. "Mr. Chen, we hope to see you again in Wuhan. At that time we can return the invitation once."

"I will definitely send someone over as soon as possible." Chen Ke expressed his view very seriously.
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The diplomatic corps of various countries far away in Beijing didn't know that the Hanyang Consular Corps had already contacted the People's Party, the chief culprit behind the mounted bandits in Hebei. The mounted bandits hadn't come to the foot of Beijing city for a few days, but the destroyed telegraphs and isolated communications still couldn't be restored. During the Boxer Rebellion in the Gengzi year, it was Yuan Shikai who restored order in Shandong and Hebei. Now as soon as Yuan Shikai left Hebei, the situation immediately became like this. The response capability of the Manchu Qing government, which was terrible like a shrinking turtle, made the diplomatic corps thoroughly angry.

On November 21, 1908, the diplomatic corps in Beijing formally notified the Manchu Qing government, demanding the Manchu Qing government recall Yuan Shikai to eliminate the mounted bandits.

Zaifeng already showed signs of quitting completely, but the Imperial Clan members still gathered at Zaifeng's residence as usual to discuss countermeasures. The gatekeeper ran in and out like practicing shuttle runs.

"Prince Gong asks to see you outside the gate."

"Prince He asks to see you outside the gate."

"The 19th Beile asks to see you outside the gate."

"..."

These people didn't come to offer advice but to demand solutions from Zaifeng, or to inquire about news. Zaifeng simply had no solution. At this moment, his mind was chaotic; Zaifeng turned a deaf ear to whatever people around him said. This young man's spirit had collapsed under continuous heavy pressure. Sitting on the warm kang, Zaifeng inexplicably felt he was closing his eyes in the spring sunshine, the sun warming him, a tea bowl beside him, drinking a sip whenever he wanted. Just at this moment, a voice suddenly sounded in Zaifeng's mind, "...Absolutely must not let Yuan Shikai return to the capital..."

Then, someone shook Zaifeng's shoulder vigorously, dragging him forcefully from hallucination back to reality. Opening his eyes, it was his own brother Zaitao. Since Zaifeng came to power, his brothers Zaixun and Zaitao had been Zaifeng's right-hand men. Although these two were also embroidered pillows (good-looking but useless), in terms of action capability, they could be considered energetic.

"Ah?" Zaifeng responded muddle-headedly.

"Big Brother, Yuan Shikai always harbors evil intentions. With foreigners backing him this time, Yuan Shikai will definitely usurp the throne." Zaitao shouted loudly. Because of the running around and anxiety these days, Zaitao's eyes were as red as a rabbit's.

"Ah?" Zaifeng had heard this dozens or hundreds of times, so his numb brain didn't react at all.

"Big Brother, listen to me. This time when Yuan Shikai comes back, we will seize his military power immediately. I've already thought it out; let Liangbi and Tieliang take over the military power." Zaitao said with a firm expression.

"Ah?" Zaifeng still looked half-dead. Everyone knew Liangbi and Tieliang were capable Manchus. Zaifeng had actually summoned the two many times, hoping they could take over the Beiyang military power. Although the two guaranteed loyalty to the court, they both refused. Could it be that Zaitao had persuaded them?

Just wanting to ask, he heard Zaitao say: "Big Brother, say a word. If you think it's okay, I'll go see the two of them now. As long as we promise each of them an Iron-cap Prince title, they will agree."

These words were like cold water, instantly extinguishing the flash of hope in Zaifeng's heart. His brother's performance disappointed Zaifeng too much. At this point, they were still thinking about seizing power. When Cixi was around, she couldn't seize Yuan Shikai's control over the Beiyang Army. Now that Cixi was gone, what could Liangbi and Tieliang do?

Thinking of this, Zaifeng couldn't help recalling the result of visiting Zhang Zhidong yesterday. Zhang Zhidong obviously tried to distance himself from the Imperial Clan all along. Treating Regent Zaifeng, Zhang Zhidong was always lukewarm. He didn't delay official business, but that was all. Zaifeng also had heartfelt distrust for such a highly reputed minister. Although he seriously asked for the ministers' attitudes at several Grand Council meetings, he never sincerely asked Zhang Zhidong for advice. Half a month ago, Zhang Zhidong fell ill. Logically speaking, Zaifeng should have visited him, but with the situation like this, Zaifeng felt it was logical not to have time to visit Zhang Zhidong. How could a subject have time to complain that the lord didn't have time to visit?

It wasn't until Zaifeng searched everyone and couldn't find a solution to the problem that he had to visit personally to ask Zhang Zhidong for advice. Zhang Zhidong was very sick; the old man lay in bed unable to move. Zaifeng waived Zhang Zhidong's ceremony with a condescending attitude, and then sat beside Zhang Zhidong. There was a strange light in the old man's eyes; Zaifeng was actually startled when he first saw it.

"Lord Zhang, I came to see you." Zaifeng said.

Zhang Zhidong's throat moved, "Re... Regent, this old subject knows why you came. This old subject is dying soon; as the saying goes, a dying man's words are good. This old subject has a few words to say. I know the Regent wants to kill Yuan Shikai. Killing Yuan Shikai isn't hard; originally, as long as Prince Qing was willing to nod, it could be done. But in this situation, whether Prince Qing's words count is uncertain." Speaking to here, Zhang Zhidong was already gasping.

Zaifeng didn't understand what was going on at all, but at least these words already suited Zaifeng's wish.

Zhang Zhidong caught his breath before continuing: "Absolutely must not let Yuan Shikai return to the capital. Even if we recruit the Anhui rebels, we cannot let Yuan Shikai return to the capital. Yuan Shikai already knows the Regent wants to kill him. Even if the Regent doesn't have this thought anymore, for his own sake, Yuan Shikai won't believe you, Regent, anymore..."

Zhang Zhidong's voice became lower and lower. Zaifeng lowered his head wanting to hear more clearly, but saw Zhang Zhidong's head tilt, actually fainting. The family doctors beside him hurriedly came up to call for help, but the old man never woke up.

"Must not let Yuan Shikai return to the capital." This was the advice of the most experienced minister in the Qing court now. Prince Qing and Yuan Shikai wore one pair of pants. The two would absolutely not fall out at this critical juncture. Moreover, if the situation continued to deteriorate like this, the foreigners would absolutely not let it go.

"Big Brother, say something clear. What to do?" Zaitao continued to press beside him.

"What to do? Wait for other viceroys and princes' armies to enter the capital." Zaifeng replied. Besides continuously strictly ordering the Beiyang armies in Henan and Zhejiang to fight a decisive battle with the People's Party, Zaifeng had sent people to go outside the Pass (Manchuria) and to Shanxi and Shaanxi to mobilize local troops to come to save the Emperor. The Gansu-Shaanxi Green Standard Army had been famous for being brave and skillful in battle since the early Qing. Even in the late Qing, this army could still be called skillful in battle. In the Tongzhi Hui Rebellion, the Gansu-Shaanxi Green Standard Army performed outstandingly. Since Yuan Shikai's Beiyang Army definitely couldn't be counted on, and the troops outside the Pass couldn't be counted on either, they could only rely on the military strength of the Gansu-Shaanxi Green Standard Army.

Zaifeng had actually cut off supplies to Yuan Shikai. He believed that in this situation, the court had to solve the mounted bandits no matter what. If the capital became an isolated city, with news unable to come in or go out, what was there to talk about.

"Wait for the Gansu-Shaanxi Green Standard Army to enter the capital to save the Emperor." Zaifeng said as if sleepwalking.

News always spread fast. "The Gansu-Shaanxi Green Standard Army is coming to the capital to save the Emperor" soon became known to everyone in the capital. Anyway, after experiencing many defeats, having such seemingly reliable news, whether princes and nobles or officials and clerks, they finally had a bit of backbone. Following this, rumors of the Gansu-Shaanxi Green Standard Army being brave and skillful in battle spread in the capital. After various irresponsible processing, the combat capability of the Gansu-Shaanxi Green Standard Army was no less than that of the Beiyang New Army.

"Oh? The Manchu Qing still has such a combat-capable force?" Pang Zi laughed looking at the intelligence.

"Chairman Chen seemed to mention there is such a force in the Manchu Qing. Whether they can fight is hard to say, but they are quite loyal to the Manchu Qing." Chai Qingguo said while asking the staff officers to check if there was intelligence on this force in the materials.

"How many places has Chairman Chen actually traveled to? Always feel the affairs of the world can't escape his grasp." Pang Zi asked Chai Qingguo. Recalling when he was with Chen Ke, he couldn't see Chen Ke had such ability no matter what.

"Chairman Chen works with heart and knows how to arrange work. Unlike you, seeing nothing and not taking it to heart." Chai Qingguo laughed.

"Bullshit!" Pang Zi immediately became unhappy, "If I didn't use my heart, could I persuade so many people to send things here?"

Looting wasn't finished just by looting. Mounted bandits got the spoils; they had to turn these spoils into ready money. There weren't many channels for disposing of stolen goods; they could only find trustworthy people. The People's Party prepared beforehand. They didn't have much ready money, but they had plenty of quite valuable best-selling commodity "salt". In Pang Zi's hometown Nangong County, the People's Party set up a channel for disposing of stolen goods. As long as these heroes could transport things to Nangong County, the People's Party would give them salt. This salt was quite good, fine white and crystalline. The packaging was even better, gunny sacks on the outside, sturdy oil paper inside. Salt was scarce in the Taihang Mountain area. Taking this salt back, whether selling or exchanging for things, it was a big profit. This group of local heroes also recognized it.

The price of stolen goods wasn't high originally. The Base Area sent a few "black-hearted ghosts" to weigh, making the heroes complain endlessly. However, local heroes recognized fists. Seeing the hundreds of capable horse teams entrenched in Nangong County, the heroes thought they couldn't take advantage. Finally, they all accepted Great King Pang's exploitation with sad faces.

The military camps along the way from Nangong County to Shandong had long been kicked clean by Chai Qingguo. How could troops of Shandong hero origin let others rob them? Supplies were transported back batch by batch; the troop escort was very effective.

"Third Brother, who do you think is stronger compared to these Gansu-Shaanxi Green Standard troops?" Chai Qingguo didn't want to deny Pang Zi's credit, but didn't want to entangle in these matters either. He brought up the content he cared about most.

"Haven't fought, don't know." Pang Zi also answered honestly, "Why, do you want to touch them?"

Chai Qingguo looked at the map and said: "Not just I want to. Our purpose coming out this time is to slap the Manchu Qing's face hard. Although this war is about to finish, we can't just run when the Gansu-Shaanxi Green Standard Army comes. That would be like we are afraid of them. I'm afraid the Military Commission won't do this either."

Pang Zi also leaned over to the map, "But this Gansu-Shaanxi Green Standard Army coming to the capital, it doesn't look reliable no matter how you look at it. Look, even if they want to set off, they have to go here, here, here. Relying on two legs, when will they arrive in the capital?"

The journey from Shaanxi to Beijing was long, and these roads were particularly difficult to walk. If it were before when Pang Zi didn't know how to read maps, he might have been bluffed by such news. After learning to read maps, Pang Zi confirmed that many things were simply easier said than done. Let alone the difficulty of marching, eating and drinking along the way cost a large sum of money. Needless to say from Shaanxi to Beijing, just the mounted bandits of Taihang Mountains had to spend a large part of their income on buying grain for the journey home. This was based on the People's Party providing a large amount of dry provisions. Otherwise, even tossing clean the grain of the entire Nangong County wouldn't be enough for these people to eat.

"There is no smoke without fire. Since there is such a saying, maybe there really is such a thing? Or maybe they also sent cavalry to help?" Chai Qingguo still hoped to be more prudent.

"Then where do you think they will go? We don't have much military grain. Without the grain we grabbed from the Imperial Estates, we would have starved to death long ago. Everyone in the Base Area finally has food to eat this year; we can't dig grain out of the common people's mouths to send out, right?" The Base Area Pang Zi mentioned referred to the Shandong Yimeng Mountain Base Area. The People's Party managed to increase grain production by less than ten percent in more than a year. Plus reasonable distribution system, the people's life was much better than in previous years. But this was only one year; it was far from being able to support large-scale military operations' grain supply.

Chai Qingguo pondered for a while before making up his mind, "Wait a bit longer. Anyway, military grain is not easy to transport. I'm afraid it will be eaten up on the way back. Then we might as well eat it completely now and be done with it. The Military Commission's meaning is, we must smash the organized armed forces in Hebei. In case the Gansu-Shaanxi Green Standard Army really comes, we haven't completed the task."

"Since we must yield Hebei to Yuan Shikai, why do we care so much? Let the Gansu-Shaanxi Green Standard Army reach Hebei and annoy Yuan Shikai." Pang Zi said very unhappily.

Chai Qingguo and Pang Zi had a blood feud with Yuan Shikai's Beiyang Army. The Military Commission spent a lot of effort working on the two. Unexpectedly, the two accepted the organization's arrangement very easily. This wasn't because the two were broad-minded and didn't remember past grudges. It was because after working solidly in the Base Area, facing the realistic situation, they had to admit the fact that they couldn't persist in fighting in Hebei for a long time. Since the fact was so, the two could understand the Central Committee's arrangement. Where there is life, there is hope. Pang Zi and Chai Qingguo crawled out of piles of dead bodies; the Central Committee actually underestimated the two's perseverance.

"Yuan Shikai can't act against the Gansu-Shaanxi Green Standard Army openly; we still have to do it when the time comes." Chai Qingguo checked this map, "Third Brother, if it were you, how would you go?"

"I am unwilling to ride a horse on mountain roads. If all cavalry, going through Inner Mongolia is quite convenient." Pang Zi's finger drew a line on the map, "I haven't walked this place, but Mongols can walk it, cavalry can also walk it."

"Raising grain in Hebei is so difficult for us; we broke more than a dozen Imperial Estates to get this little grain. This is autumn, just after harvest. Going through Mongolia looks like a flat river, but there is no food on the road."

"Then is there food walking in the big mountains? There is no food on both sides of the road for hundreds of li."

"..."

After studying and arguing over the map for a good while, Pang Zi suddenly asked: "What if they go through Henan?"

Actually, this was the simplest route. Starting from Xi'an, exiting Tongguan, going through Sanmenxia, Luoyang, Hulaoguan, arriving at Zhengzhou, then going north along the railway line to enter the capital. Between Tongguan and Hulaoguan was mountainous; other areas were plains, convenient for marching. But this route had to pass through Yuan Shikai's current jurisdiction. For some reason, the two subconsciously avoided this route at first.

These two could ignore Yuan Shikai, but couldn't ignore facts. The Gansu-Shaanxi Green Standard Army, holding vigorous loyalty, really took this road. On November 28, Yuan Shikai telegraphed Chen Ke that the Gansu-Shaanxi mixed force of three thousand Green Standard and New Army troops walked all the way to Zhengzhou. This military intelligence was immediately transmitted from the Anhui Base Area to the Shandong Base Area. Then from the Shandong Base Area to Chai Qingguo and the others here.

The news of the Gansu-Shaanxi Green Standard Army also reached Beijing at this time. Learning that reinforcements arrived, the morale of the capital, which was low to the extreme, recovered a lot immediately. The incomparably loyal, brave, and battle-skillful Gansu-Shaanxi Green Standard Army was coming to the capital to save the Emperor. The Imperial Clan was already busy arranging reward official positions and formulating bandit suppression plans on paper.

Zaifeng didn't forget to send someone to inform the diplomatic corps of various countries about this, as a response to the diplomatic corps forcing the Qing court to recall Yuan Shikai.

By December 10, three thousand exhausted Gansu-Shaanxi Green Standard troops were ambushed during the march more than a hundred li south of Beijing. Four thousand People's Party cavalry launched a surprise attack. The Gansu-Shaanxi Green Standard Army was truly loyal; resistance continued to the end. Two thousand Green Standard troops all died in battle; one thousand New Army troops had three hundred left.

In this battle with no suspense but extraordinary tragedy, the Shandong Base Area cavalry suffered unprecedented losses. Four thousand cavalry suffered more than five hundred casualties. Chai Qingguo, overflowing with revenge, ordered people to take these remaining three hundred people to the foot of Beijing city, tied their hands behind their backs, stripped them leaving only jackets, tied the military flags, seals, and heads of a group of commanders of the Gansu-Shaanxi Green Standard and New Army around the necks of this group of captives, and released this group of bare-bottomed barefoot captives under the eyelids of the terrified Qing garrison troops in the cold wind of December.

No blow was crueler than directly extinguishing hope. Beijing had expectations for the Gansu-Shaanxi Green Standard Army far above their strength, and what they got in return was such a cruel ending. The Manchu Qing court from top to bottom, inside and outside the capital, completely lost rationality. The call for Yuan Shikai to return to the capital rose wave after wave. The foreign diplomatic corps demanded Zaifeng immediately recall Yuan Shikai to the capital with a tougher attitude. And some people in the capital plucked up their courage again to flee to Tianjin.

After this battle, the Manchu Qing could no longer see usable troops. Chai Qingguo took the troops south back to the Base Area. Before leaving, he said fiercely to Pang Zi: "Third Brother, teach this bunch a lesson ruthlessly."

Because of becoming somewhat arrogant after fighting Hebei Qing troops many times, he underestimated the combat will of the Gansu-Shaanxi Green Standard Army too much. Chai Qingguo adopted a group charge directly this time. Even attacked, the Gansu-Shaanxi Green Standard Army didn't panic; instead, they sent cavalry to counter-charge directly, delaying the impact of the People's Party cavalry. The infantry behind lined up to shoot. Fortunately, Chai Qingguo was experienced; the speculative method of attempting a large group surprise attack failed. He simply didn't make meaningless adjustments but continued to order the large group of men and horses to death-charge the Qing infantry array.

This command method wasn't wrong originally, but the troops had really never fought with such resolute and determined Qing troops. The Shandong troops saw what "fighting to the death without retreating" meant for the first time. The cavalry's grenades blew open a gap, and it really only blew open that gap. The Qing troops on both sides of the gap brandished rifles and met them to fight just like that. Those with bullets shot; after the single-shot rifles were fired, they used rifles to poke the horses rushing close. If they couldn't poke the warhorses, they used rifles as sticks to hit horse legs. The Qing troops using rifles were actually easier to deal with; the Qing troops using cold weapons in the Gansu-Shaanxi Green Standard Army caused great trouble for the troops.

Compared with the Shandong Base Area cavalry using sabers, the Gansu-Shaanxi cavalry training was even superior. Their weapons were a bit complicated compared to the Shandong cavalry using only sabers, but they were all fully trained. One-on-one combat didn't fall into the disadvantage at all.

If not for the inferiority in numbers, if not for the People's Party troops adopting the mode of grenades, rifles, and sabers Chen Ke copied from foreign countries. If not for the Gansu-Shaanxi Qing troops consuming considerable physical strength during the march. If not for Chai Qingguo's own combat experience of braving death allowing him to let a thousand troops dismount to fight in the dogfight. The casualties of the People's Party would definitely be more than five hundred.

The result of the summary meetings at all levels after the war, the unified conclusion was "No mistakes were made in combat command; the only problem was underestimating these Qing troops too much. When encountering tenacious resistance, the troops' emotions wavered for a time."

Although there was no problem with the command, Chai Qingguo was still full of disgust for himself. This disgust turned into resentment; he asked Pang Zi to teach the fleeing rich people of the capital a ruthless lesson.

"Are you preparing to leave these mounted bandits in Hebei?" Pang Zi asked.

Those experienced mounted bandits harvested abundantly in the first looting; it was truly "don't open for three years, open for three years (eat for three years)". The salt transported back was enough for them to enjoy for a while. The remaining mounted bandits now were small groups. Because of timidness and carelessness in the first looting. Either the harvest wasn't much, or they were blinded by profit preparing to stay in Hebei for a few more big ones.

Pang Zi couldn't behave too "disloyally"; he actually warned this bunch that there might be danger in the future. But the livelihood of mounted bandits was licking blood on the blade tip; danger wasn't scary. After Pang Zi fulfilled his loyalty, the mounted bandits not only weren't afraid but felt more necessary to make a good profit before this last opportunity ended.

Without answering Pang Zi's question with an obvious answer, Chai Qingguo sighed: "Third Brother, don't know what year and month we will enter Hebei again."

"How about following me into Beijing to chop a few Prince families again?" Pang Zi laughed. He had to stay here until Yuan Shikai's troops returned to Beijing; actually, these bandits were also a "gift" to Yuan Shikai.

Chai Qingguo knew what situation Pang Zi had to face. He said seriously: "That's not necessary. Third Brother, you have to be extra careful. If you feel things are wrong, come back quickly. In case you are really besieged, hurry up and surrender too. Keep your life, report our People's Party's banner; the Beiyang Army dares not do anything to you."

"Don't worry, before cutting off Yuan Shikai's head to sacrifice to Uncle Jing (Jing Tingbin) and Uncle Zhao (Zhao Sanduo), I won't die." Pang Zi laughed quite happily.

Miss Nalan Neruo sat in the carriage; the female relatives in the same carriage were already leaning on the carriage dozing off due to fatigue. Although the carriage bumped a bit much, Nalan Neruo secretly took out a copy of "This Life of Cixi" from her bosom and studied it carefully. This was a hand-copied copy, copying everything including the notice in front. As a descendant of the litterateur Nalan Rongruo (Nalan Xingde), the Nalan family felt they couldn't lose the glory of their ancestors. Although no such world-famous litterateur appeared again, the Nalan family naturally prided themselves on poetry and books. Miss Nalan received very good cultural education since childhood because of this tradition.

This "This Life of Cixi" was copied by the Nalan family. The Imperial Clan members were scared by this book; they searched and seized vigorously in the capital. The results were very good. Because this book was in vernacular, those who could read knew this book was a hot potato; either hand it over obediently, or burn it directly without leaving a trace. Because of the tradition of establishing the family with poetry and books, the Nalan family burned the original manuscript but couldn't help copying one. Miss Nalan was seventeen this year; seeing her father hide this book, her curiosity really rose. Taking the opportunity of fleeing from disaster, she stole this book to read privately.

Miss Nalan knew the author of this book was Chen Ke. Her family had a complete set of "Chinese Cultural Heritage and the Rise of Materialism". Regardless of understanding or not, Miss Nalan praised it very much after reading. Miss Nalan had really seen Chen Ke once; that was when Chen Ke held a grand banquet for his wedding; Miss Nalan attended the wedding with her family. That tall and handsome square-faced man was the standard appearance of a handsome man in the north. And facing the crowd, that smile which looked a bit immature but not bashful at all, Miss Nalan could still remember long after.

There weren't many ladies from noble families in the capital who understood Western piano. The young lady of the He family, He Qian, understood piano; she was an object of great envy for girls. Learning that Chen Ke was a piano master, Miss Nalan naturally looked at Chen Ke with even higher regard.

Wait until the literati Chen Ke, proficient in "articles and musical instruments", shook the capital and the world with the reputation of "Great Rebel". Miss Nalan didn't treat this young rebel scholar, only ten years older than herself, as a great enemy. On the contrary, such a character had irresistible charm in the girl's pink imagination.

What did Chen Ke look like charging and killing on the battlefield with a weapon? Or what did Chen Ke look like riding a snow-white big horse, standing under the army flag commanding operations? Regardless of what image, Miss Nalan could only put a set of Beiyang general uniform on Chen Ke based on the Beiyang Army she had seen, and always fantasized about standing beside Chen Ke in military attire herself.

The mounted bandits outside the capital raged, but no one in the capital connected these mounted bandits with the People's Party raging in Anhui. However, it must be explained that even if Miss Nalan Neruo knew this was Chen Ke's arrangement, she wouldn't have any bad feelings towards Chen Ke.

"This Life of Cixi" was in vernacular, but after repeated revisions by two great literati Feng Xu and Shen Zengzhi, the writing style was delicate and the words peaceful. Talking about world events and discussing the supreme ruler of the Manchu Qing, Empress Dowager Cixi, in a narrative mode, completely fitted Miss Nalan's imagination of Chen Ke. The admiration for Chen Ke not only didn't subside at all but was greatly fanned up.

Even the sharp continuous whistling sound from far to near sounded very pleasing to Miss Nalan Neruo's ears.

"Mounted bandits are here!" Following the screams, the carriage shook violently first, then stopped. Miss Nalan put the book into her bosom almost reflexively. And other female relatives had also woken up with a start.

The sharp whistling was closer; the crying and screaming around rang out more violently. With a burst of gunshots, these sounds stopped abruptly.

"Scream again and I'll kill people!" The voice like a wolf howl made the female relatives inside the vehicle cover their mouths with hands, not daring to utter a sound all their lives.

"Listen well! We know you are fleeing. There are no Manchu princes in this team. So we want money not lives. But whoever the fuck moves, I'll kill people."

The shouting scared everyone into not daring to move randomly. However, the cries and begging for mercy of men outside rose one after another. The female relatives' hearts pounded one by one. Nalan Neruo wanted to peek out from the crack of the shed board but was pressed down by her mother. "Head down, don't move." There was indescribable panic in her mother's low voice. The news that mounted bandits snatched the fujins and ge-ges of the princes' families spread throughout the capital. No woman was not afraid.

The convoy wasn't big; soon footsteps came close. "There are female relatives in here!" Someone said.

"Women? Women are good. Let the Grand Master (me) have a look." The person outside not only didn't mean to stop but became more excited. Following the sound of action outside, the door curtain of the female relatives was lifted violently.

The female relatives, including Nalan Neruo, all screamed. The mounted bandits not only didn't stop but dragged the female relatives out instead. Needless to say, the hairpins on the head and bracelets on the hands were stripped off first. Things inside the carriage were also dragged out in a mess.

"Hiding good things in the women's carriage, are you trying to bluff the Grand Master me?" The mounted bandit shouted abuse holding an opened jewelry bag. Not only cursing, the mounted bandit punched and kicked the men of the Nalan family.

"Don't hit my dad!" Nalan Neruo screamed and got up to bump into the mounted bandit. Before she achieved her goal, her arm was grabbed by another person. In a pause, Miss Nalan Neruo, who always covered her face, was seen clearly by the mounted bandit.

"This chick is quite pretty. Looks like a little fox." The mounted bandit laughed.

Appearance in these years took "silver basin big face" as beauty, that is, white skin and round face were best. Sharp face and high nose were called "fox-like appearance". Chen Ke's wife He Ying was this type. Sometimes when Miss Nalan Neruo faced the mirror, she was still very unconvinced in her heart. But that was when fantasizing about being with the gentle Chen Ke; being said so by a mounted bandit, Miss Nalan's confidence in her appearance turned into a huge sense of humiliation.

"Masters, money for you! The child is ignorant; don't lower yourselves to the child's level!" The head of the Nalan family still tried hard to protect his family.

At this time, the looting by the mounted bandits was basically finished. Miss Nalan heard the mounted bandit grabbing her laugh lewdly, "Child? I think this chick isn't small."

Ignoring Miss Nalan's own will, the mounted bandits suddenly punched her unconscious. Then, Miss Nalan knew nothing.
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"Great King Pang, we got a chick back this time, specially to honor Great King Pang." This was the first sentence Miss Nalan Neruo heard after waking up. Her head was dizzy, as if she had had a long dream; Nalan Neruo couldn't recall what happened at all. She turned a deaf ear to this sentence. She wanted to get up, only to find she was tied up. She wanted to scream, only to realize her mouth was also gagged.

"What bullshit woman. In this freezing weather, who has this mood." Another man laughed.

I was kidnapped by mounted bandits? Miss Nalan's reason synthesized several past and present facts and finally confirmed this "absurd" status quo. A great fear suddenly arose in her heart. She had no understanding of matters between men and women. She just instinctively felt whether her clothes had changed. Fortunately, the clothes all over her body felt familiar. Only the tight binding made her feel extremely uncomfortable.

"Great King Pang, brothers know your loyalty. Last time Big Brother Xu said, Great King Pang hadn't had a turn with the fujins and ge-ges of the Prince's Mansions for so long; he felt very sorry in his heart. This time introducing brothers to follow Great King Pang, we must let brothers find a good one for Great King Pang. Brothers haven't touched this chick at all. Waiting for Great King Pang to use first."

The bandit's shameless voice and the unmistakable meaning in the voice made Nalan Neruo want to faint but also afraid to faint.

"Sigh! Commit less sin, accumulate more virtue." Great King Pang said such a very conscientious sentence.

Nalan Neruo was just pleasantly surprised when she heard Great King Pang continue: "Seeing you guys are so loyal, just this once."

Great King Pang exposed his true colors, almost scaring Miss Nalan into fainting again.

Footsteps sounded; several men came in from outside. Two dragged Nalan Neruo up and sat her on a chair. While struggling desperately, Miss Nalan's mind flashed like a revolving lantern, thinking of her father, mother, relatives, and friends. How could she see people in the future after being insulted by this group of mounted bandits? In this chaos, the last and most vivid image floating in her mind was Chen Ke's appearance. Thinking of this "Great Rebel" from a literati background, a kind of longing and courage suddenly surged in Nalan Neruo's heart. Although her mouth was gagged, she shook her head, trying to speak.

Seeing the captured chick moving so violently, the bandits laughed loudly. Pang Zi didn't intend to mess around originally; he thought this might be a good chance to get out of it. "Untie her mouth, see what she says." Pang Zi ordered.

Because she was gagged for too long, Nalan Neruo tried several times before barely recovering the ability to speak, "Do you know Chen Ke of the Anhui People's Party?" Nalan Neruo shouted.

Pang Zi's face changed greatly. Although other mounted bandits didn't know Pang Zi was from the People's Party, they also knew the People's Party with unparalleled momentum now and their party leader Chen Ke.

"I am Chen Ke's cousin; heroes, don't accidentally hurt your own people!" Miss Nalan's nondescript Jianghu slang made Pang Zi feel the matter was both serious and funny.

Miss Nalan completely didn't understand Jianghu rules, nor did she know these words were seeking her own death. Although Chen Ke's fame was big, Anhui was a thousand li away from Beijing. The mounted bandits in front of her had never dealt with Chen Ke; there was originally no reason to give face to someone they had never met. And even if they were afraid of Chen Ke's future retaliation, instead of letting Nalan Neruo run to Chen Ke to complain, killing Nalan Neruo with one knife would be the best choice to end future trouble.

Fortunately, Nalan Neruo met Pang Zi, "Then tell me what exactly is going on?" Pang Zi asked.

Miss Nalan was a scholar after all. The Nalan family once befriended many literati, and there were quite a few boring books. Miss Nalan also fantasized many times about how to be with Chen Ke. According to previous imagination, Miss Nalan told a very mediocre story. In this story, Miss Nalan called herself Li Nana, Chen Ke's cousin. Chen Ke's mother's family name was Li, but she passed away early. After Chen Ke went to revolution, the Li family went into hiding. This time they took the opportunity to escape from the capital.

The mounted bandits had absolutely no interest in this story, but seeing Pang Zi listening seriously, they didn't interrupt. When the story was finished, a bandit asked: "Great King Pang, do you know this guy named Chen?"

"Hmm, a friend of mine knows him. Brothers, wait for me to ask a few more questions." After Pang Zi finished speaking, he asked about Chen Ke's appearance.

Miss Nalan Neruo, now renamed Li Nana, described Chen Ke's height, appearance, what books he wrote, and when he got married.

Pang Zi also knew this real intelligence of "Li Nana". If Pang Zi had richer family experience, for example, raising several daughters with hardships, he would naturally be able to discover some problems in these words. But Pang Zi's life so far was mostly spent getting along with the Grim Reaper on the battlefield day and night; asking him to understand stuff like a maiden's heart was really too hard for him. Most importantly, Pang Zi was originally looking for an excuse not to rape the girl. So he actually believed it.

"Brothers, this is really that Chen Ke. Can I..."

Words just reached here, several mounted bandits interrupted Pang Zi, "Great King Pang, we all know you are a loyal person. We won't make it difficult for you; you have the final say on what to do with this chick. But when Great King Pang sees that friend of yours, hope you don't mention us few."

"This is of course." Pang Zi answered hurriedly.

Hearing these words, Nalan Neruo, now named Li Nana, reddened her eyes and suddenly shed tears. Getting rid of the terrible fate was one reason, but being saved relying on the name of the person she admired and favored, Li Nana wanted most at this moment to grab Chen Ke, who was far away in Anhui, and cry out her grievances.

Untying Li Nana, Pang Zi asked: "Miss Li, what do you plan to do now? Do you want me to send someone to escort you home?"

Nalan Neruo, now named Li Nana, wanted to say yes, but she instinctively felt that if she went back like this, not only could she never lift her head in front of her parents and relatives again, but she would also lose an important opportunity. Thinking for a long time, Li Nana finally said a sentence, "I... I want to go to Anhui to find my cousin Chen Ke."

Arranging people to send Li Nana to the Shandong Base Area first, then transferring to the Anhui Base Area. Pang Zi continued to lead those heroes to ravage Beijing. The ravaging soon came to an end. On December 22, 1908, Pang Zi received the news. Beiyang's Yuan Shikai had already moved troops north. Telling the several groups of mounted bandits following him that the wind was not good recently and to run quickly. Pang Zi himself joined the remaining comrades and retreated all the way to the Shandong Base Area.

Since the annihilation of the Gansu-Shaanxi Green Standard Army, Regent Zaifeng collapsed completely. His decision to seek help from far away and order the Gansu-Shaanxi Green Standard Army to save the Emperor was once understood by the ministers in the court. Without needing to reach Zhang Zhidong's political ability, the act of seeking help from far away itself represented the court openly saying to Yuan Shikai, "We don't trust you!" Officials with IQ above average knew this was the last resort. No one was willing to express their attitude at this time; expressing attitude at this time was openly going against the Regent. The Regent might not be able to deal with Yuan Shikai, but dealing with them was more than enough.

Until those hundreds of captives wearing only jackets, with human heads, seals, and military flags tied around their necks, were released by thousands of mounted bandits under the capital city. The capital verified carefully; these poor guys with bare bottoms and bare feet were indeed the remnants of the Gansu-Shaanxi Green Standard Army who came to save the Emperor. The attitude inside the court towards the Regent immediately took a 180-degree turn. Prince Qing didn't make a sound on the surface but instigated behind the scenes. Memorials demanding the immediate transfer of Yuan Shikai to the capital piled up several feet high on the Regent's desk. The foreign diplomatic corps also demanded the Qing court recall Yuan Shikai to restore order with a tougher attitude again.

Ten thousand mounted bandits could toss the capital into such a state; most of the officials in the court accustomed to obeying the Qing court were disheartened. They remembered one thing: when Xuantong ascended the throne, he sat on the Dragon Throne crying and making a fuss. Xuantong's father Zaifeng couldn't help going up to advise, "Don't cry, it will be over soon." At that time, many ministers frowned.

"It will be over soon!" Yes, looking at the appearance now, the world of the Great Qing really would be over soon. With the attitude Zaifeng showed towards Yuan Shikai, there were countless subjects in history who raised troops to rebel for this. Waiting for death without rebelling?

Beiyang originally started in Jianghuai. Li Hongzhang first followed Zeng Guofan to raise troops, then created the Huai Army himself. After destroying the Taiping Heavenly Kingdom, the Huai Army pacified the Nian Army. Starting from the grassroots, these two rose to be central ministers. At that time, borrowing the power of these two and Zuo Zongtang, there was a situation where half of the viceroys and governors in the world were Han Chinese. Although officials didn't dare to collect the original copy of "This Life of Cixi", handwritten copies with the final prophecy deleted were definitely not just one or two. Officials had personally experienced or heard of many things; after comparing with "This Life of Cixi", everyone saw clearly that Empress Dowager Cixi played the two like dogs through tricks, and finally forcibly weakened the former Beiyang and the Nanyang New Army of Xiang Army origin to such a degree.

But hitting one faction required borrowing another faction; the rise of the later Beiyang Yuan Shikai and Zhang Zhidong was the price that had to be paid. How could Yuan Shikai not know the end of the two predecessors? So Yuan Shikai held on to military power tightly, fearing that one day he would also end up with the fate of the hound being cooked after the hare is caught.

The Yuan Shikai Beiyang Group dedicated itself to seizing the leadership of the constitution, aiming to push the constitution to a "Responsible Cabinet System" to achieve the situation where Beiyang controlled power in the center to suppress the Imperial Clan. While the southern Cen Chunxuan contacted Qingliu and gentry celebrities, trying to lead the constitution to the path of "Parliamentary System" by defeating Yuan Shikai, to achieve the situation where "Qingliu-dominated gentry" controlled power.

Cixi calmed this struggle with clever tricks, hitting the Qingliu gentry on one hand and excluding the Beiyang central faction on the other. The old lady promulgated the "Imperially Chartered Constitution Outline" establishing absolute imperial power, telling the world in this way, "Want to seize power? Don't even think about it!" If Cixi could really live another ten years, she might really have been able to complete this layout arrangement.

But man proposes, God disposes. Three years ago, a group of People's Party rebels suddenly popped up in the heartland of Anhui. Led by the young Beiyang junior Chen Ke, the People's Party captured cities and seized land, invincible. Many New Armies were either completely wiped out, almost completely wiped out, or suffered heavy losses. Even the famous Beiyang New Army and Hubei New Army were not spared. Yuan Shikai dared not act rashly even sitting on three New Army divisions.

People inside the court knew very clearly that Zaifeng had cut off the supplies of the Beiyang Army in Henan. Now wanting to extinguish the Anhui rebels, it was extremely difficult for the court to be united, let alone such a situation of hatred between monarch and subjects. Yuan Shikai not entering the capital could still maintain a temporary stability. When Yuan Shikai entered the capital, it would also be the time when the contradiction became completely public. Today, when the court even lost the last "suspected army" in its hands, the Beiyang three divisions could completely use force to solve political problems. Moreover, Yuan Shikai even had quite legitimate political reasons to resolve this contradiction.

When Yuan Shikai held power... this Great Qing would also change from "will be over soon" to "should be over".

Therefore, when Regent Zaifeng publicly announced in the court meeting on December 20 that he would recall Yuan Shikai to the capital, the ministers looked at Zaifeng's face, wanting to see some clues from Zaifeng's face. Surprisingly, apart from a resignation-like calmness, Zaifeng had no reaction at all. That calmness was very much like the calmness of someone who had seen through life and death. Since the Regent had such an attitude, the officials below naturally didn't say much anymore. What else could they say?

The news ordering Yuan Shikai to return to Hebei reached Henan, and a wave of excitement immediately arose among Yuan Shikai's subordinates. These generals who had decided to be loyal only to Yuan Shikai knew this was the Qing court softening. Returning to the capital would definitely have another dragon and tiger struggle, but returning to the capital now must be the court's order, not Yuan Shikai acting on his own.

Yuan Shikai's Beiyang didn't have overwhelming military power. All civil officials in Yuan Shikai's Beiyang Group would support Yuan Shikai seizing dominance, but might not necessarily support Yuan Shikai openly usurping the throne. Entering the capital backed by military force would give Yuan Shikai the name of a rebel; the current Yuan Shikai couldn't afford this hat yet.

Actually, asking themselves honestly, this bunch of generals who decided to bet their lives and fortunes on Yuan Shikai's side weren't prepared to be rebels either.

Yuan Shikai wasn't excited; the People's Party's military power really made him feel great pressure. This little time was completely insufficient to contact the viceroys and governors of various places. The Federation of Autonomous Provinces was easy to say, but it might not be so easy for the viceroys and governors to accept. Viceroys and governors were not local emperors; Cixi racked her brains and used all her tricks for the purpose of breaking up the power of frontier officials.

However, politics was like a seesaw; effectively weakening the power of local competent officials allowed the power of local gentry to rise. In the final analysis, everyone had to live their lives. Officials came today and left tomorrow; who had the mind to really bury their heads in local affairs. In the case where the upper power couldn't be maintained, the gentry quickly obtained a great say in various places.

Viceroys and governors certainly wanted local autonomy, and even more wanted to possess a province for generations. Throwing away this "idea" everyone desired, the realistic situation faced by viceroys and governors was that their power was far from taking root in the territory they were currently in. Unless Yuan Shikai could make the viceroys and governors truly believe that they could absolutely get this province, the viceroys and governors had no reason to support Yuan Shikai's struggle with Regent Zaifeng. If the viceroys and governors supported Yuan Shikai, and ended up being thrown away after use... rather than doing such a stupid thing as "helping someone count money while being sold in a sack", it was better to maintain the status quo.

This formed a very marvelous situation. If Yuan Shikai didn't enter the center, his words carried no weight. But without the support of viceroys and governors, Yuan Shikai's effort to enter the center would easily suffer setbacks. In case the viceroys and governors joined hands to accuse Yuan Shikai of being Cao Cao, that would really be hard to handle. The viceroys and governors could swallow their own spit and say afterwards, "I was deceived at the time and wronged Lord Yuan." Anyway, to fulfill the promise, Yuan Shikai had to give them territory. Yuan Shikai being disgusted was a small matter; ruining his action plan was a big matter.

At this time, Yuan Shikai sincerely hoped there was a guy like Chen Ke by his side to give advice. Then Yuan Shikai could hand these tasks to Chen Ke and concentrate on doing more important things himself. However, although Chen Ke didn't come, a guy named Yang Du defected to Yuan Shikai's door. Yuan Shikai thought although Yang Du's ability was inferior to Chen Ke, in the current situation, Yang Du was a very useful person.

Before the work of contacting viceroys and governors was completed, Yuan Shikai first sent the Fourth Division Wu Fengling to lead troops "North to suppress bandits, restore order in Zhili". And ordered the Fifth Division in Shandong to "exterminate Shandong rebel bandits".

Both armies progressed rapidly. The Fifth Division in Shandong "restored order" easily. The Fourth Division Wu Fengling in Zhili Hebei was slightly slower. He first sent people to guard the main roads entering the Taihang Mountains, then used Beiyang infantry as local nodes and cavalry as mobile forces. Conducting a dragnet search in various places. The Imperial Estates had long been robbed almost completely. Except for the People's Party disguised as mounted bandits, the real mounted bandits had neither strength nor guts to harass Beijing city. The mounted bandits all entered southern Hebei, which hadn't been looted yet, for mobile looting. This happened to be caught by the Fourth Division and beaten fiercely.

Yuan Shikai had strict orders; absolutely no private embezzlement of recovered property was allowed; violators would be beheaded. Wu Fengling of the Fourth Division knew this order absolutely couldn't be disobeyed. Every time the Beiyang Army annihilated a group of mounted bandits, they first tortured them for confessions. After the confession, according to the mounted bandits' confession, the property was returned to the looted places. Finally, the mounted bandits were beheaded in the places they looted to prove the Beiyang Army's achievements to the local people.

Local landlords and gentry naturally presented Wanmin Umbrellas (Umbrellas of Ten Thousand People - symbol of gratitude) with gratitude, and official documents reporting good news were sent up continuously. Yuan Shikai didn't force the center but used factual achievements to prove his usefulness. As cages of mounted bandit heads were sent into the capital, as mounted bandits disappeared outside Beijing city. The destroyed railways and telegraphs began to be restored, and the capital soon returned to its old appearance. Voices praising Yuan Xiangcheng from top to bottom rose wave after wave.

By January 20, 1909, Yuan Shikai finally completed the final territory negotiation with the People's Party, and the viceroys and governors needing contact were also contacted. He set off with the Beiyang Sixth Division to Beijing. The Second Division stayed in Henan to "guard against Anhui rebels".

Yuan Shikai's marching speed wasn't fast. The closer the Beiyang Army got to Beijing, the more the Imperial Clan in the capital were like ants on a hot pot. They all firmly believed that as soon as Yuan Shikai entered the capital, he would start liquidating them. To avoid this almost unchangeable ending, the Imperial Clan lobbied Zaifeng desperately. Zaifeng had actually figured it out long ago; in the current situation, he dared not and was unwilling to use any violent means anymore. Before, Zaifeng at least had some useless but existing "suspected armies" in hand. Now even this capital was consumed cleanly in the mounted bandit rampage.

Killing Yuan Shikai was completely possible. Inviting Yuan Shikai into the Forbidden City, poison or whatever. Even a group of eunuchs and palace maids holding weapons could kill Yuan Shikai. But what was the point? After doing it, Zaifeng would have to face the bloody revenge of the Beiyang generals. Although the Imperial Clan was a bit silly (Er), Zaifeng could still understand such a simple truth. If the Imperial Clan killed Yuan Shikai, the Beiyang generals would absolutely not think the Imperial Clan would "let bygones be bygones and then reuse them"; the Beiyang generals would unanimously think they were the next ones to suffer.

But unable to withstand the crying and begging of the Imperial Clan crowd and the persistent persuasion of his two brothers, Zaifeng finally agreed to the Imperial Clan's request. Zaifeng also rarely put forward his firm opinion. That was "I can do the thing. But you are absolutely not allowed to create bloodshed. If bloodshed occurs, I will resign from this Regent position immediately. Others can do whatever they love to do."

Yuan Shikai originally couldn't get intelligence of this level, but the newly defected people soon tipped Yuan Shikai off. "Zaifeng actually has such insight?" Yuan Shikai couldn't help sighing.

Zaifeng wasn't afraid of Beiyang people dying, or even purely planning for himself. He was also thinking for his son, the Little Emperor Xuantong, and all the Manchu Imperial Clan. Once the Imperial Clan provoked a bloody conflict against Beiyang, the Imperial Clan as wealthy households would definitely suffer retaliatory comprehensive bloodwashing.

"Chen Ke really did this thing right." Yuan Shikai praised secretly. Without pushing the Imperial Clan to this extent, what use would it be even if Yuan Shikai returned to the capital? As Beiyang's old opponent for so long, the Imperial Clan had undoubtedly reached the end of the road. Completely gaining the upper hand for the first time in so many years, Yuan Shikai only felt high-spirited. If Yuan Shikai didn't always care about decency, he would very much want to laugh out loud now.

But just in this high spirit, another doubt suddenly popped up again, "Is the alliance with Chen Ke right or wrong?" Just thinking of this question, Yuan Shikai couldn't help shuddering.

The People's Party's mounted bandit force ravaging Hebei and Shandong could completely be used strategically to cut off Yuan Shikai's retreat. The People's Party occupying Hubei and Anhui attacking from the south again, Yuan Shikai and the three Beiyang divisions would become turtles in a jar. Where would he retreat then? If going towards Northern Jiangsu, the Beiyang Army still couldn't escape the fate of being attacked from two sides. Southern Shandong was in the hands of the People's Party; being ready to deal with thousands of cavalry on the road at any time was simply a nightmare.

This cavalry from Shandong could give the Manchu Qing the final blow and could also give Yuan Shikai fatal damage. Chen Ke revealed the card of cooperation only after the layout. To pursue efficiency, Chen Ke even projected tens of thousands of troops from Anhui to Hubei. The result of this projection yielded huge returns; after the People's Party seized the three towns of Wuhan, it ensured its own weapons and ammunition supply. Long before Yuan Shikai harvested the fruits of victory, the People's Party had already begun to taste the deliciousness of victory.

Even if Yuan Shikai seized the central power in the future, what then? In the stage of just seizing power, Yuan Shikai's position was extremely unstable. Calling on viceroys and governors of all routes to suppress Chen Ke was completely exposing his own weakness and inviting disaster. After seizing the Beijing regime, Yuan Shikai dared not leave Beijing at all. Ironically, the Beiyang Army at this time actually had to truly fulfill the purpose of its establishment, "guarding the safety of the capital". The Beiyang Second Division now hanging alone in Henan was less guarding against Chen Ke than being a hostage threatened by Chen Ke against Yuan Shikai. Annihilating three Beiyang divisions might break Chen Ke's front teeth, but annihilating the Beiyang New Army Second Division was much easier. Chen Ke might not be able to overthrow the Manchu Qing, but he had the ability to thoroughly ruin the strategy Yuan Shikai invested so much energy in.

Even if the two sides cooperated sincerely now, Chen Ke wanted to control the land of four provinces, but Yuan Shikai also wanted to integrate the North and even the whole country. Waiting for Yuan Shikai to integrate the national power would take more than ten years. Leaving aside whether Yuan Shikai would be alive then, it was hard to say to what extent Chen Ke's power would expand. To solve Chen Ke, there was only one way: contact foreigners and ask foreigners to send troops.

However, this plan also had a fatal flaw. One of the crimes of the Manchu Qing was "selling the country for glory". If Yuan Shikai didn't want to bear the same infamy, he had to be cautious; not only could he not invite foreigners into China to fight, but he also had to take back many of their rights in China from foreigners.

Even if Yuan Shikai disregarded everything and tore his face immediately after seizing the Beijing regime to invite foreigners to send troops to suppress the People's Party together. But in recent years, the Manchu Qing's fiscal revenue was 80 million taels a year, while expenditure was as high as 100 million taels. This huge fiscal hole wouldn't change this year either. Foreigners always had a huge appetite; asking foreigners to send troops to help, Yuan Shikai didn't have confidence to change this fiscal problem within three or four years. He didn't have confidence to possess the financial power to reassure foreigners. The Manchu Qing's customs duties were now held in the hands of foreigners; what was Yuan Shikai preparing to use as collateral? Using national territory as collateral? Let alone the whole country wouldn't agree. I'm afraid inside Beiyang they would also resolutely disagree.

Thinking over and over, Yuan Shikai found that within the next three to five years, the strategic basis for a decisive battle between Beiyang and the People's Party was not mature. Not only military strategy; once Yuan Shikai usurped the Manchu Qing's power, he didn't even have a reason to unite viceroys to crusade against the revolutionary party. To put it bluntly, the mutual trust between Yuan Shikai and the viceroys was probably not as good as the mutual trust between him and Chen Ke. Even if Beiyang and the People's Party fought to the death, Yuan Shikai still felt he could believe Chen Ke's words. Although he didn't know the reason, Yuan Shikai just felt this intuitively.

Chen Ke came to request cooperation actively, without shyness, without affectation, and even more without asking for an exorbitant price. It was on this time point that he firmly grasped Yuan Shikai's lifeline. On one side was the splendid future of Beiyang entering the center; on the other side was the tragic ending after mutual destruction with the People's Party. Now Yuan Shikai couldn't even fully control the attitude of the Beiyang Army from top to bottom. It might have been wrong for him to let Feng Xu speak in public at that time, but looking at it now, even if he didn't let Feng Xu speak in public, did the People's Party have no way to incite the Beiyang Army privately?

The People's Party didn't engage in conspiracies and tricks; they just told the truth, and pointed out a path most beneficial to Beiyang and also most beneficial to the People's Party in the complex future.

Thinking of this, Yuan Shikai finally saw the light. All his dissatisfaction was actually not dissatisfaction with what was happening now. It was his extreme dissatisfaction with Chen Ke dominating the situation. In the long-term vision of the future, Yuan Shikai already knew clearly that he was inferior to Chen Ke. In 1909, Chen Ke was only 29 years old. Compared with the status obtained and the strength mastered now, Chen Ke was even young to an excessive degree. Yuan Shikai's grandfather, father, and uncles, none had been able to live past 60. Yuan Shikai wasn't superstitious, but he cared very much about this 60-year-old curse. He was born in 1859, exactly 50 years old this year. In another ten years, Yuan Shikai would face the 60-year-old barrier. At that time, Chen Ke would be only a 39-year-old strong man...

"This is fate!" Yuan Shikai closed his eyes and muttered. Chen Ke's appearance put Yuan Shikai only one step away from the supreme throne. Before this, Yuan Shikai even thought he might not be able to realize this dream in his life. But just before achieving the goal, Yuan Shikai discovered he actually wanted more. What he wanted was to become the unique leader of China; he wanted to become the supreme power holder. Others could only get power under Yuan Shikai's power, instead of like Chen Ke, seemingly attached to Yuan Shikai on the surface, but actually possessing real power equal to Yuan Shikai.

Under the torment of this emotion, Yuan Shikai suddenly reflected on himself, "Am I too greedy?"

This doubt didn't last too long; Yuan Shikai answered his own question, "Yes, I am indeed too greedy." When Yuan Shikai was young, reading about emperors refining pills to seek the Dao for longevity, he laughed at those people for being insatiable in his heart. At that time, Yuan Shikai was still young; the future was far greater than the past. When he faced the imminent realization of his lifelong dream, Yuan Shikai found he might not be much better than those emperors.

Thinking of this, Yuan Shikai got up and went to the table, ground ink and dipped the brush, thought for a while, and wrote a poem: "A hundred years of worries are always leisurely, ambitions back then were painfully unfulfilled. The old rustic carries soldiers and armor in his chest, the old fisherman sees small princes and marquises in his eyes. Considering the world has no rock-solid stability, sighing that the Divine Land becomes a broken pot. Disheveled hair to the ends of the earth from now on, misty rain cape and hat, a fishing boat."

A year ago, when Yuan Shikai was hit hardest by Cixi, he was even mentally prepared to be kicked home at any time. At that time, Yuan Shikai was disheartened, fantasizing about being a fisherman, riding a small boat, fishing in the uninhabited wild. Recalling the state of mind at that time now, this poem could still be written.

After reading this poem several times, Yuan Shikai's state of mind gradually calmed down. Removing this impetuous thought, Yuan Shikai gradually recovered his past calmness. So what if Chen Ke calculated without error? Heaven's Will is Heaven's Will; Yuan Shikai seemed glorious now, but in fact, the future was still full of risks. Regent Zaifeng said no bloodshed conflict allowed by the Imperial Clan, but who could guarantee some guy in the Imperial Clan wouldn't act stupidly? In the Forbidden City, in many places, killing people could be done if one wanted. Facing this risk, Yuan Shikai didn't care. Martial Lord Zhuge (Liang) said "Do one's best and leave the rest to Heaven's Will". No matter how Chen Ke could predict the future, there was Heaven's Will above both him and Yuan Shikai. And it was hard to say whom Heaven's Will favored more.

Thinking of this, Yuan Shikai threw the written poem into the brazier and burned it, turned his head and called the personal soldier in, "Pass the order, North!"

Just in the southern suburbs of Beijing, Regent Zaifeng tried to use the power of the Manchu Qing to save the fate of the Manchu Qing for the last time. Yuan Shikai received Regent Zaifeng's edict. After being bestowed with many official positions and honorary titles, Regent Zaifeng forcibly stripped Yuan Shikai of his power on the grounds that Yuan Shikai had a "foot disease". Ordered Yuan Shikai to return to his hometown to retire immediately.

Zaifeng himself didn't think this edict could really be effective. He knew that as long as Yuan Shikai returned to the center, with the support of forces in the court and foreign support, Zaifeng couldn't fight Yuan Shikai.

Although this edict was unreasonable, in a sense, it was also the last possible way to solve the problem peacefully. Zaifeng showed he was willing to accept the bad name of not treating ministers well. But he wouldn't make more unreasonable demands. There were countless things in Manchu Qing history worse than this mistreatment of subordinates. If the imperial power remained as before, Zaifeng's approach might not be considered excessive.

But the Manchu Qing imperial power was no longer as before.

Amidst everyone's astonishment, Yuan Shikai respectfully bowed and accepted this edict. This news spread throughout Beijing at extremely fast speed.

It wasn't the army that rose up to resist first, but the police in the capital. Since Yuan Shikai knew Zaifeng's arrangement, he naturally refused to bear the bad name of mutiny. The only ones who could effectively deter but were not the army were the police. The police system built by Yuan Shikai single-handedly undertook the task of guarding the capital during this mounted bandit rampage. They went through hardships and finally maintained the capital without large-scale internal chaos. Unexpectedly, Lord Yuan who pacified the mounted bandits suffered such treatment. Once people who had discussed secretly took the lead, the indignant police abandoned their duties and took to the streets to start marching and protesting.

Usually, it was the police who managed the capital. When they marched and protested personally, who else could stop them? Wherever the team went, various yamen closed their doors one after another. The angry police had nowhere to protest, so they simply went to the gate of the Forbidden City to protest. The gate of the Forbidden City was tightly closed. Although the guards didn't allow the police to enter, they didn't dare to disperse them either.

With police protests as the forerunner, followed by various industries organizing to protest together. Beiyang had strong power in the capital. As long as someone took the lead, all circles "grateful" to Yuan Shikai protested and petitioned one after another. Demanding the court withdraw the order and continue to employ Yuan Shikai.

Zaifeng simply hid in the Forbidden City and didn't come out. He was prepared to see how long this bunch of people could hold out.

This bunch of people was indeed prepared to hold out. They not only blocked the Forbidden City but also blocked the homes of Imperial Clan members. The Imperial Clan knew they had provoked public anger and dared not go out.

In the following days, two divisions of the Beiyang New Army surrounded Beijing but didn't enter the city at all. Zaifeng was blocked; anyone trying to send news out was stopped by the "masses of all walks of life" and not allowed to leave. In the past, they would naturally use violence against obstructers when encountering this, but now they could only accompany with smiles and explain to the "masses of all walks of life", "Masters, make way, please. I am also acting on orders, acting on orders."

Acting on orders wouldn't work either! The masses asked these people to hand over the edict. If it was a chaotic order, the masses would absolutely not let these people out. The Manchu Qing rule in Beijing finally became pitiful isolated islands in the "ocean of the masses" organized by Beiyang.

Not only was Beijing city paralyzed, but the bureaucratic system was also paralyzed. All departments were deserted. In this venue where the Imperial Clan hoped to use the Manchu Qing prestige to gamble on the future for the last time, no Beijing officials supported Regent Zaifeng.

When the diplomatic corps of various countries demanded Zaifeng end this "anarchic" situation again, the masses actually made way for the foreigners. Because they knew the purpose of the foreigners' action long ago, the "masses" even cheered and supported the foreign devils for the first time.

Zaifeng still ignored this. This was also within his expectation. Beiyang had strong strength in the center; Zaifeng couldn't win. Now Zaifeng had to look at the opinions of the viceroys and governors of various provinces. If the viceroys and governors united to oppose Yuan Shikai, Yuan Shikai would eventually yield.

After this great siege of Beijing persisted for 15 days, the viceroys and governors who had remained silent on this finally sent telegrams to Beijing. The first to send a telegram was actually the Viceroy of Liangguang Zhang Renjun. Zhang Renjun wasn't of the Beiyang lineage; the old man was still quite loyal to the Manchu Qing. But this time, Zhang Renjun believed the court stripping Yuan Shikai of his official position was a "chaotic order". Yuan Shikai had merit and no fault; he shouldn't suffer such treatment.

Once this telegram was sent, other provinces responded one after another. Except for Anhui and Hubei controlled by the People's Party, most viceroys and governors supported Yuan Shikai. Those who didn't support Yuan Shikai just remained silent.

Zaifeng was also straightforward. Seeing the situation where three-quarters of the viceroys and governors in the world supported Yuan Shikai, he said frankly to Empress Dowager Longyu: "I have done my best."

Zaifeng immediately issued an edict as Regent, "Restore all duties of Yuan Shikai."

Yuan Shikai had already returned to his home in Tianjin at this time, waiting for the final ending of this story he planned single-handedly under heavy guard.

This order reached Tianjin; Yuan Shikai immediately expressed willingness to do his utmost for the Manchu Qing.

Zaifeng immediately issued the last edict as Regent, "Zaifeng resigns as Regent, returning government to the Empress Dowager."

Although not a competent politician, Zaifeng wasn't a person who didn't understand the general situation. Since Yuan Shikai had obtained a comprehensive victory in this struggle, Zaifeng knew there was no point in continuing the struggle. If Zaifeng still held onto the position of Regent, this seemingly glorious title would destroy Zaifeng while also dragging the Imperial Clan into a terrible abyss.

On February 10, 1909, Yuan Shikai returned to Beijing as the victor.

On February 15, with the support of Prince Qing Yikuang, Yuan Shikai abolished the Grand Council (Junji Chu).

On February 18, the establishment of a Transitional Responsible Cabinet was announced.

On February 22, the cabinet list was published. Prince Qing Yikuang served as Prime Minister of the Cabinet, Yuan Shikai was elected as Vice Prime Minister of the Cabinet. Cabinet members included Minister of Foreign Affairs Liang Dunyan, Minister of Civil Affairs Zhao Bingjun, Minister of Finance Yan Xiu, Minister of Education Tang Jingchong, Minister of Army Wang Shizhen, Minister of Navy Sa Zhenbing, Minister of Justice Shen Jiaben, Minister of Agriculture, Industry and Commerce Zhang Jian, Minister of Posts and Communications Yang Shiqi, Minister of Lifan (Colonial Affairs) Dashou. And Hu Weide, Wu Zhen, Chen Jintao, Yang Du, Tian Wenlie, Tan Xueheng, Liang Qichao, Xiyan, Liang Ruhao, Rong Xun served as vice ministers of various ministries.

From 1861 when Li Hongzhang, then a subordinate of Zeng Guofan, first recruited the tuanlian (militia) of Sanshan in Hefei West Township through Zhang Shusheng, to 1909 when Beiyang formally grasped central power. In 48 years, the Beiyang Group experienced the Taiping Heavenly Kingdom, the Westernization Movement, the Sino-Japanese War, the Boxer Rebellion, the People's Party rebellion, mounted bandits ravaging Zhili and Shandong, and the counterattack of the Manchu Qing Die-hard Faction.

Despite experiencing changes, Beiyang was also divided into two major strata: Li Hongzhang's former Beiyang and Yuan Shikai's later Beiyang. The capable generals in this group finally controlled the power of various ministries in 1909, suppressed the Manchu Qing Imperial Clan forces, and the Manchu Qing Center had become the Beiyang Center.

At this time, some were jubilant, some stamped their feet and beat their chests, some raised cups to celebrate, some wailed loudly. Beiyang ended the history of Manchu Qing imperial power supremacy, but where the situation created by Beiyang would lead China, no one could guess.
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"Beiyang has seized the power of the Qing court." After a struggle in which the People's Party participated, the Manchu Qing central government, the People's Party's most stubborn enemy, had completed a superficial unification with its most powerful military force, the "Beiyang New Army". The "contradiction between the Manchu Qing central government and the Beiyang Army", which was once the focus of the People's Party's military struggle, ceased to exist from then on. Except for Chen Ke and a few cadres, all comrades who heard this news felt a heavy pressure.

Just at this time, Chairman Chen Ke's latest instruction came down. It was a document titled "Strengthen Discipline, Revolution is Invincible!" Chen Ke recounted the history of the People's Party since its founding and emphasized the core role of organizational discipline in the revolutionary cause.

"...From a revolution involving millions of people to two people carrying a piece of luggage together, the failure of any joint action is first of all an organizational failure. If comrades do not unite closely around organizations at all levels, and organizational decisions cannot be effectively implemented, our revolutionary cause could not have advanced to the present level..."

"...Our revolutionary cause is not my personal cause, nor the cause of a few leading cadres. It is the common cause of all comrades in this revolutionary team, and also the cause of tens of millions of people in the Base Area. Only within the organization built by revolutionary work, fully exerting the ability and initiative of comrades, can we grasp the direction of the revolution..."

"...We must correctly view the results achieved now. In the initial era in Anhui, with more than a hundred comrades, we couldn't even row a boat well during disaster relief. Everyone was not discouraged but asked and learned from the masses, discussed, studied, and practiced within the organization. The disaster relief boats were rowed out. Through continuous learning and practice, an inland water force capable of meeting current needs was also built within two years. Therefore, every party member and cadre of the People's Party must not only ensure the operation of the organization but also not feel that they can conquer the world alone when encountering problems. Ask and learn from the masses, research, summarize, and practice with colleagues working together based on the system of democratic centralism. As the saying goes, three cobblers equal one Zhuge Liang. We have millions of comrades, we have tens of millions of masses; mobilizing this force, there is no problem that cannot be solved..."

"...The people are the driving force of history. Learning from the people, asking the people, standing with the people is the only guarantee of our victory..."

A few days after this document reached the local areas, Jiangsu Governor Wang Youhong gave a speech at the Jiangsu Parliament,

"...From the reform of China to the sharing of water sources between a few villages, any failure is first of all a failure of government orders. Establishing a parliament is to let the voice of the people be heard by the government, and the government and the gentry of the people work together for the welfare of Jiangsu. If there is no unity of heart and virtue among the members of parliament, and various government orders concerning the people of Jiangsu cannot be effectively implemented, Jiangsu's constitutionalism could not have advanced to the present level..."

"...Our Jiangsu's reform is not my personal cause, nor just the cause of the members of parliament. It is the common cause of all Jiangsu gentry and common people who are willing to let the world be at peace. At this time, everyone must pull together in times of trouble and share weal and woe, so that our Jiangsu can protect the territory and comfort the people, free from disaster..."

Governor Wang Youhong's speech received enthusiastic applause from the members of parliament. The speed of change in the world situation far exceeded the imagination of the members of parliament. The Regent stepped down, Beiyang took power, Prince Qing Yikuang and Yuan Shikai were in charge. And near Jiangsu, the People's Party, a revolutionary party, rose strongly, and the Guangfu Society in Zhejiang once tried to plot against Nanjing. The one who could defend Jiangsu was this Governor Wang Youhong.

"I, your brother, became this Governor and heard a piece of news. Lord Yuan Shikai, the Vice Prime Minister of the Cabinet in the capital, intends to have a Federation of Autonomous Provinces. This Federation of Autonomous Provinces involves a lot; things above cannot be explained in a sentence or two. But putting it to our Jiangsu, it is one sentence: Jiangsu people manage Jiangsu affairs. Once the Federation of Autonomous Provinces is implemented, whether the court or others, they will no longer manage our Jiangsu so much. Jiangsu affairs will be managed by us Jiangsu people. I, your brother, boast a bit; I contributed to the establishment of this Jiangsu Parliament. But my contribution is not to make the members of the Jiangsu Parliament bow and scrape to me, Wang Youhong, a native of Tianjin Wei. I absolutely don't mean that. I now want to listen to the decision of the highly respected members of parliament; what exactly is everyone's attitude? Support or oppose. No matter what the members of parliament decide in the end, I, Wang Youhong, will definitely execute everyone's resolution to the end. No matter how difficult it is ahead, I will absolutely not retreat."

"Good!" Thunderous applause and cheers erupted in the conference hall of the Jiangsu Parliament. The members of parliament actually knew that on this major issue, they probably still had to listen to Wang Youhong. But this was only one aspect. If Wang Youhong didn't make this statement but acted willfully relying on the high-ranking governor position, the members of parliament wouldn't support Wang Youhong willingly either.

The People's Party also had its own intelligence system in Jiangsu. Wang Youhong's speech would be transmitted back to the Base Area along with other collected intelligence a few days later. The Central Intelligence Department of the People's Party would analyze and summarize it to judge and estimate the situation in Jiangsu.

Chen Ke came from an engineering background. Among the rigorous sciences with strict systems, chemistry was originally relatively loose. And chemical engineering's emphasis on theory was even weaker. Except for classical systems, polymer chemical engineering was piled with a large number of empirical formulas. From mechanical drawing to mechanical principles, from advanced mathematics to high-energy physics, this relatively marginal department once almost drove Chen Ke crazy with a massive amount of various courses. Plus Chen Ke himself was greedy like a snake trying to swallow an elephant and tried to study for a computer double degree; university days were really incomparably dark.

But after Chen Ke really contacted society, he found that compared with the reality of society, the natural knowledge he mastered was actually clear in organization and context. Whether hitting a wall or not, whether proud or frustrated, the stomach would always be hungry. To eat, when participating in many projects without obvious current benefits, Chen Ke had to do other livelihoods. At that time, getting many certificates played a role.

Chen Ke could pluck up the courage to teach many courses he didn't understand. Just like he once got the CorelDraw tutorial with the students; for the lecture fee of 80 yuan per 45 minutes, he dared to stand on the podium and talk with fervor like an expert. For natural science, as long as you didn't harbor any "delusions", just read from the book and explain and operate according to what the book said, the result would be the same. And being a teacher who "destroys people tirelessly" had another benefit, that is, students would make all mistakes for you. As long as you grasped the basic essentials without wavering, Chen Ke could often learn more when explaining for students.

So Chen Ke himself fully admitted one thing, "The people push history forward. We must be students of the people first before we can be teachers of the people." Chen Ke relied on being a computer teacher in various schools for a few hours a day to make a living. It was exactly the students who taught Chen Ke how to be a teacher through asking questions, not Chen Ke teaching students as a teacher.

Whenever Chen Ke reflected on those days he spent, he had to admit one thing. Every failure was because Chen Ke himself failed to "seek truth from facts" and had delusions in his heart. All jobs that allowed Chen Ke to make a living and earn money were jobs where Chen Ke was forced by the powerful realistic pressure of reality to give up fantasies, and even give up his "imagination" of these jobs. He had to follow the laws described by Grandpa Mao in "On Practice", accumulate a large amount of perceptual experience completely objectively, and solve problems continuously, then he could get correct judgments. And these judgments themselves were what the textbooks had long explained and emphasized repeatedly.

Returning to this era, the cruelty of reality was a hundred times more terrible than in the 21st century. Chen Ke had to follow the theories Grandpa Mao explained in his books again, facing reality and work by seeking truth from facts. By 1999 (sic, probably means 1909), Chen Ke could even cooperate with big historical figures like Yuan Shikai to overthrow the Manchu Qing regime. If it were in the 21st century, Chen Ke would have probably stuck his tail up to the sky long ago.

Now in 1909, Chen Ke had already forgotten that there was such a thing as pride in the world. In Chen Ke's eyes, this world only had "existence", not evaluation. After he walked onto the path of people's revolution pointed out by Grandpa Mao without turning back, the past world gradually had nothing to do with Chen Ke.

After having such awareness, Chen Ke dared to start "taking apprentices". Precisely because he had been a teacher, Chen Ke knew where the flaws of school education lay. And it must be admitted that high-quality talents were impossible to study in the kind of school Chen Ke was in. After Chen Ke reflected on himself, he dared to conduct special political training for comrades with quite high quality within the party.

The recent training on the trends of various political forces was one of the two advanced study classes opened by Chen Ke. Wang Youhong's intelligence hadn't been transmitted yet. Chen Ke was analyzing the trends of the Guangfu Society at this time.

Since the Guangfu Society arrived in the People's Party territory for treatment and joined the People's Party's local work, a small part of Guangfu Society members had become supporters of the People's Party, and some had defected to the People's Party. The intelligence was transmitted by them.

Cai Yuanpei, who left the Tongmenghui and returned to the Guangfu Society again, went to see Yuan Shikai. The "goodwill" expressed by Yuan Shikai gave Cai Yuanpei great support. With a mood of fear and joy, Cai Yuanpei went to Zhejiang with the Beiyang messenger. Duan Qirui didn't break the promise but released more than six hundred scarred captives together.

Since 1907, the actual revolutionary actions of Tao Chengzhang and others, as well as Cai Yuanpei's intimacy with the Tongmenghui, once marginalized Cai Yuanpei in the Guangfu Society. The "big gift" given by Yuan Shikai made Cai Yuanpei's prestige soar. The six hundred released comrades, plus the more than a thousand troops recuperating and resting in Anhui, and the re-gathered scattered Guangfu Society members went south together, entering the area Yuan Shikai marked out for the Guangfu Society.

Tao Chengzhang originally suggested dispersing the troops. Cai Yuanpei resolutely opposed; he demanded the Guangfu Society retreat to occupy Qingtian openly. Duan Qirui ignored the Guangfu Society active in southern Zhejiang. This seemingly completely unreliable "peace negotiation" actually succeeded. The Guangfu Society from top to bottom developed trust in Cai Yuanpei, who had been estranged for a long time.

The Guangfu Society was not only waiting; these firm backbones who had stood the test all participated in the big discussion on the future direction of the Guangfu Society. Fighting, they definitely couldn't beat Beiyang. Guangfu Society members who had experienced several life-and-death tests, especially those recently released, were full of war-weariness.

Under Tao Chengzhang's command, the Guangfu Society experienced many failures. However, these backbones didn't want to completely negate Tao Chengzhang; especially Xu Xilin and Qiu Jin firmly supported Tao Chengzhang. Although the criticism of "Opposing Tao Chengzhang's Left-leaning Adventurism Line" at the meeting was relatively fierce, it didn't reach the point of having to overthrow Tao Chengzhang.

Xu Xilin united with Guangfu Society comrades participating in rural local work in Anhui. After discussion, he proposed the view of "Uniting with the People's Party. Jointly launching the people's revolution." In Xu Xilin's view, this view once received explicit support from quite a few people, and tacit approval from a considerable number of people. As for the place to carry out revolutionary work, Xu Xilin thought it was more appropriate to carry out work in Changxing County, Zhejiang, which was right next to Anhui.

This proposal immediately met with Cai Yuanpei's fierce opposition. Cai Yuanpei stated, "Since we have reached an agreement with Yuan Shikai, it is inappropriate to carry out work in northwest Zhejiang in the near future."

"Beiyang simply won't care about such a remote mountainous area. Behind it is the People's Party's territory; Duan Qirui won't look for trouble even more." Xu Xilin tried hard to persuade the comrades.

Guangfu Society comrades finally got a chance to rest and reorganize; most didn't approve of having any more conflicts with Beiyang. Moreover, in the Hangzhou campaign, Xu Xilin didn't participate. Many people completely forgot that they abandoned Xu Xilin in a death trap in Nanjing, but instead held a grudge against Xu Xilin and others for failing to return to aid Hangzhou.

Generally speaking, if a political organization had a strong leader, such as Cixi of the Manchu Qing, Yuan Shikai of Beiyang, or Chen Ke of the People's Party, they could still guide policies strongly at such times. But the Guangfu Society had never been a true interest group. As a combination of revolutionaries and secret societies, the Guangfu Society was just a gang formed by personal prestige or seniority, never establishing an effective organizational system. With the development and setbacks of the revolutionary process, personal prestige also fluctuated, forming three factions inclined to Cai Yuanpei, Tao Chengzhang, and Xu Xilin.

Once such a meeting entered a stalemate, it was difficult to open up the situation again. Xu Xilin and Tao Chengzhang, upholding the consistent aloof and arrogant characteristics of heroes cum willful scholars, were unwilling to use their reputation to mold the organizational system. At such times, both believed the urgent task was to reach a consensus first and unite comrades.

On the contrary, Cai Yuanpei began to compete for dominance unceremoniously. As one of the founders of the Guangfu Society, the reason why Cai Yuanpei was unwilling to be with the Guangfu Society later was that he hated this Jianghu atmosphere. No matter what problems the Tongmenghui had, the Tongmenghui itself had at least one merit, that is, being able to consider problems from the perspective of the whole China. Although unable to explain this matter theoretically, Cai Yuanpei just couldn't accept the "stinginess" of Tao Chengzhang and Xu Xilin.

However, Cai Yuanpei hadn't led armed struggle after all. Everyone could accept Cai Yuanpei's status as a founder, but still couldn't accept his comprehensive leadership. These soldiers who had gone through life and death knew too well the result of people who didn't understand military affairs commanding military affairs.

As soon as the news of Yuan Shikai seizing the Beijing regime came out, it shook the world. The shock received by the Guangfu Society was especially great. The biggest problem that had been plaguing the Guangfu Society, "Why did Yuan Shikai reach such a lenient agreement with the Guangfu Society", immediately reached a consensus in the Guangfu Society. Yuan Shikai, preparing to overthrow the Manchu Qing, was unwilling from the bottom of his heart to invest troops in a war with revolutionary parties like the Guangfu Society.

The original political proposition of the Guangfu Society was to overthrow the Manchu Qing and restore the Han family's world. As for whose world this Han family's world was, the Guangfu Society had no definite plan either.

Amidst surprise and suspicion, another piece of news reached the Guangfu Society: Yuan Shikai intended to implement the Federation of Autonomous Provinces. Hearing this news, the Guangfu Society boiled over completely. "Federation of Autonomous Provinces" meant whoever was the master of the local area could become the future master of Zhejiang. No matter what military force Duan Qirui himself controlled, Duan Qirui couldn't control the parliament. The Guangfu Society was the future master of Zhejiang.

Against this background, the status of Cai Yuanpei, who negotiated with Yuan Shikai, rose sharply. And Cai Yuanpei himself also admitted frankly that based on the situation known now, the Federation of Autonomous Provinces might not necessarily be a parliamentary system. If the parliamentary system couldn't be implemented in Zhejiang, the Guangfu Society still had no ability to control Zhejiang. Cai Yuanpei himself was willing to negotiate with Yuan Shikai as much as possible for the interests of the Guangfu Society and the interests of Zhejiang.

After discussion, the Guangfu Society accepted Cai Yuanpei's suggestion, imitated the Tongmenghui model, and absorbed some organizational characteristics of the People's Party, completely overturning the "Hero Alliance" model when Tao Chengzhang and Xu Xilin led the Guangfu Society originally. Regardless of the level of the supervision system and discipline maintenance, the Guangfu Society at least built a political party with clear ranks and clear responsibilities organizationally.

When Cai Yuanpei hung out with Sun Yat-sen in the Tongmenghui, there was no progress in actual revolutionary work. But the cognition of modern organizations could be said to have made leapfrog progress. Sun Yat-sen fooled others to gain power. Precisely because he had no grassroots and had to use organization to fool others, Sun Yat-sen could drop the burden and go into battle with a light pack. Many fantasies based on theory couldn't be said to have no merit.

If it were only Cai Yuanpei's effort alone, it naturally wouldn't work. The Guangfu Society itself experienced so many actual struggles; from top to bottom, they also felt the need for a rectification. Mixed with the pursuit of efficiency, war-weariness, identification with comrades-in-arms, disgust for other forces that didn't participate in the revolution, and desire for power. Under the combined effect of these emotions, the strategy of "Guangfu Society political party transformation, seizing the dominance of Zhejiang in the Federation of Autonomous Provinces" proposed by Cai Yuanpei almost satisfied all needs of the Guangfu Society from top to bottom.

Regarding the recent trends of the Guangfu Society, the People's Party research group synthesized recent data and finally analyzed the phased results under Chen Ke's leadership. The group members were both surprised and not surprised by this result. After the actual demise of the Manchu Qing, the political-party-transformed Guangfu Society almost inevitably had to go to the opposite side of the People's Party. This was the inevitable development after both sides lost the common enemy. Many in the research group were senior cadres; they had long known Chen Ke considered the Guangfu Society "relatively reactionary". After the most reactionary object, the Manchu Qing, was overthrown, other forces also quickly transformed from "relatively progressive" to "relatively reactionary".

"Then Chairman Chen, how do you think the recent situation will transform?" Qi Huishen asked. The Guangfu Society trying to defect to Yuan Shikai, or at least trying to reach some kind of political cooperation with Yuan Shikai, was no longer strange. But how would their specific steps proceed exactly? If this route could be judged accurately, the People's Party could seize the initiative.

"As the saying goes, a new official applies three fires (makes three strict measures). Cai Yuanpei can't bring down Tao Chengzhang now. But he will definitely move against one person now, and that is Xu Xilin."

"Doesn't Xu Xilin also have his own troops?" Xie Mingxian asked. Due to the lack of cadres, the People's Party transferred a considerable number of cadres from Shanghai back to Anhui to work. Xie Mingxian was one of them.

"Xu Xilin certainly has troops, but Xu Xilin wants to follow our People's Party's line now. This won't work in the Guangfu Society. Because besides our People's Party, all political parties and political forces in the whole country are competing for a group of people, that is, landlords and gentry. Landlords and gentry control local influence at the current stage, which means they can mobilize a certain amount of manpower. They also have money and grain. Any political force wanting to obtain provincial control cannot but cooperate with them."

After finishing speaking, Chen Ke took out the last piece of intelligence and passed it to everyone for reading. This intelligence clearly showed that Cai Yuanpei, the president of the newly reorganized Guangfu Society, turned his firepower as his first political move and began to fiercely attack "Xu Xilin's Right-leaning Capitulationist Line".

"Aren't they afraid of chilling the hearts of those people in the Guangfu Society by doing this?" A comrade asked incredulously.

"Chilling hearts? I'm afraid some people feel very gratified." Chen Ke laughed coldly.

After saying this, Chen Ke's expression became solemn. "Comrades, we rely absolutely not on landlords, nor on gentry. Even if we will superficially be under Beiyang in the future, we actually have an equal cooperative relationship with Beiyang. The foundation of our People's Party is the people; the people's revolution is a revolution coming from the people. Everyone will go to work in local areas after the study ends. Regarding our work core, there absolutely cannot be the slightest wavering."

"Rest assured, Chairman Chen, we will definitely keep this in mind." Comrades answered one after another.

Just as they were speaking, someone handed in a message. Chen Ke laughed after reading it, "Speak of Cao Cao, and Cao Cao arrives. Xu Xilin has already taken more than 200 people to Changxing County to carry out work. They have already sent a message to Guangde County, which is right next to Changxing County, hoping to help each other in the future days."

"Really kicked Xu Xilin out? Cai Yuanpei's methods are really ruthless enough." Comrades asked in surprise.

"At this time, fast hands get it, slow hands get nothing. There will be plenty of such things in the future." While explaining to the comrades, Chen Ke also inadvertently made an expectation for the future.

Governor Wang Youhong and Zhang Jian looked left and right habitually after disembarking, and then discovered with disappointment that there were no sedans waiting on the pier. Sweeping a glance casually, not only were there no sedans beside the people receiving them, but there was also no trace of sedans on the entire busy pier.

Wang Youhong and Zhang Jian looked at each other, suspecting in their hearts, "Is this a show of strength intentionally given by the People's Party?"

In these years, only the poor walked. People with status traveled in sedans or carriages, or at least got a beast to ride. But guests followed the host's convenience. On this People's Party territory, former Anhui Governor En Ming had his head chopped off. Jiangsu Governor Wang Youhong and Jiangsu Parliament Speaker Zhang Jian were nothing much. Let alone the People's Party letting these two and their entourage walk. Even if they were arrested and executed as "Manchu Qing Counter-revolutionaries", they would have to accept it.

Fortunately, the People's Party didn't really prepare to do that. Various transport capacities were in the passenger area outside the pier. The freight area and passenger area were obviously separated. Light rickshaws and flatbed carts were parked separately. The passenger area was noisy but not crowded.

Both Zhang Jian and Wang Youhong's eyes lit up. Cities like Nanjing were trade distribution centers. The management areas were not only overcrowded, but various forces often caused trouble to grab territory. Anqing's management model was indeed quite advanced. Since the war broke out, Anqing's trade was extremely depressed for a time. Now seeing the market, it had fully restored its old appearance. Not only were ordinary merchants keen on business, but some foreigners were also busy. If one didn't know clearly that it was currently wartime, just looking at the situation in front, Anqing city looked completely like a peaceful and prosperous age.

Uniformed and vest-wearing people could be seen everywhere on the streets. Municipal urban management in uniforms was responsible for maintaining order, and those in vests were municipal sanitation and logistics. The common people were very used to these people, looking completely unsurprised. Seeing these, Wang Youhong and Zhang Jian actually wanted to walk and see with their own eyes how the People's Party managed this Anqing city.

"Gentlemen, please get in the car." The responsible People's Party staff member had already arranged the cars. Scanning the orderly surroundings again, Wang Youhong and the others got into the cars.

The negotiation location was at the former Governor's Yamen. The group was led into the conference room. A tall, square-faced young man was already waiting there with several other people.

"This is Chairman Chen Ke." The leading staff member introduced with a tone of uncontrollable pride. No need for introduction; Wang Youhong's attention had already been attracted by Chen Ke. That was a young man with no pretense. The uninhibited vitality unique to young people was undoubtedly displayed from those bright eyes, that smooth skin, that robust physique, and that light and powerful rising movement. But this vigorous vitality didn't flow wantonly like other young people. Including Empress Dowager Cixi, Wang Youhong had seen many people in high positions. Long-term experience made them dignified in manner and full of style. Chen Ke undoubtedly had these things, but Chen Ke had a calmness and caution that those in high positions didn't have. He was more like a scholar, a younger person ready and willing to listen to others.

Chen Ke, who naturally blended experience and characteristics, made Wang Youhong feel a tremor from the bottom of his heart. Wang Youhong's purpose in coming to Anqing was to negotiate with Chen Ke. Wang Youhong had no confidence in the result of the negotiation at all. And Chen Ke opposite undoubtedly already had his own plan; Chen Ke was ready.

Chen Ke was also sizing up Wang Youhong. A month ago, after the file of Governor Wang Youhong's speech at the Jiangsu Parliament was sent to the People's Party Central Committee, Chen Ke burst out laughing after reading it, "Wang Chaochao (Wang Copycat) ah."

"Chaochao" (Copycat), a later internet term, was spoken by Chen Ke for the first time. The comrades didn't understand the meaning of this word at all. But Wang Youhong's speech draft was so familiar that someone already stared at Qi Huishen and asked: "Commissioner Qi, what exactly is going on?"

Before Qi Huishen could speak, Chen Ke had already taken over the conversation, "Our People's Party doesn't tell lies. This document is not some confidential document. Even if people all over the world see it, so what. Don't worry about so much. Since Governor Wang can see the situation clearly, then we have to give him a surprise too."

In Chen Ke's imagination, a person who could grasp the core content of his speech draft must at least have some scholar's demeanor. Reality surprised Chen Ke quite a bit. Wang Youhong was over forty years old, tall, with thick bones. Like other middle-aged officials of this era, Wang Youhong's belly had bulged because it was full of fat. In the 21st century, this was a very unhealthy body shape. In 1908, this was an enviable "state of wealth".

And Wang Youhong's face looked weathered, with tiny pits on the skin. His eyes were big and bright, and subconsciously opened very wide. Although he had a beard, Wang Youhong looked like a straightforward and rough warrior no matter how one looked at him. The slightly narrowed eyes unique to people who often think, and the introverted expression, could not be found in Wang Youhong at all.

Instead, Zhang Jian behind Wang Youhong possessed all the characteristics of scholars of this era. Putting on airs, a certain degree of affectation, arrogant superciliousness, self-centered dominance. After all, Zhang Jian was the Number One Scholar (Zhuangyuan) of the First Class in the Enke exam. If he had this attitude, it was puzzling instead.

After both sides sat down, no one spoke first. Chen Ke had decided to try hard to learn to listen to others talking, and this meeting was also proposed by Wang Youhong first. Chen Ke waited quietly for the other party to speak.

Wang Youhong didn't want to come to Anhui; he was also forced to. More than half a month ago, the People's Party first seized various places in Northern Jiangsu with heavy troops. When Jiangsu still didn't know what happened, the People's Party Jiangnan troops attacked suddenly again and annihilated the Jiangnan New Army stationed in Wuhu completely. The military edge reached the junction of Anhui and Zhejiang. After the news of Yuan Shikai seizing the Beijing regime shook the world, the People's Party plunged Jiangsu into comprehensive panic again.

The Jiangsu Parliament immediately held a meeting to discuss how to deal with this terrible situation. The People's Party wasn't an existence within the Manchu Qing system, so any war wasn't strange. Ten thousand troops couldn't win against a few hundred People's Party members. Wuhu was so close to Nanjing; if tens of thousands of People's Party troops killed their way over, Nanjing couldn't be spared at all.

There was panic inside Nanjing city. The rich were already preparing to flee to Shanghai. Governor Wang Youhong issued an order: blockade the whole city; those who flee will have their whole family property confiscated. This vigorous and resolute method directly deterred the rich people in Nanjing. While blockading Nanjing city, Wang Youhong attended the parliament. Facing the terrified members of parliament, Governor Wang stated he would personally go with Parliament Speaker Zhang Jian to negotiate with the People's Party to figure out what exactly the People's Party meant.

The Yuan Shikai government had already appointed Zhang Jian as Minister of Agriculture, Industry and Commerce, but Zhang Jian hadn't gone to take office temporarily because of Jiangsu affairs. Hearing that Wang Youhong actually wanted to go to the Anhui bandit gang to negotiate personally, Zhang Jian was extremely moved. He immediately expressed willingness to go with Wang Youhong.

Wang Youhong originally thought the People's Party would threaten smugly or put on airs in this meeting. He had already discussed with Zhang Jian and others how to deal with such a situation. Unexpectedly, the People's Party held the meeting ordinarily. The People's Party members headed by Chen Ke waited politely without saying a word for Wang Youhong to speak. Wang Youhong waited for a while and could only speak first, "Mr. Chen, we came this time to clarify a few things. Why did your troops attack Jiangsu and threaten Nanjing?"

Chen Ke replied in a completely business-like tone: "Attacking Northern Jiangsu is because we want to establish Huaihai Province on the old Chu lands of the Western Han Dynasty in Northern Jiangsu and Southern Shandong. As for threatening Nanjing, our purpose is to take back the Wuhu area that originally belonged to Anhui. It's just you gentlemen feel we are threatening Nanjing. From our side, seeing nearly fifty thousand troops in Nanjing, we feel Nanjing is threatening Wuhu instead."

Hearing Chen Ke's words, many alpacas (grass mud horses - fuck your mothers) ran through the hearts of all Jiangsu representatives. Everyone cursed in their hearts: "Chen Ke, you little brat, you rake backwards (make false countercharges)!"

Originally, the serious attitude of Chen Ke willing to listen on his face made these people feel Chen Ke had the reverence of a young junior. But when Chen Ke expounded facts with such a reverent attitude, this reverent junior attitude immediately turned into an arrogant feeling of bullying others. What meant "feel Nanjing is threatening Wuhu instead?" What meant "want to re-establish Huaihai Province on the old Chu lands of the Western Han Dynasty in Northern Jiangsu and Southern Shandong?"

In the view of the Jiangsu representatives, Chen Ke seemed to hope the Jiangsu representatives would be convinced and say, "Mr. Chen Ke, sorry, we failed to understand your original intention. We were wrong."

Zhang Jian's face was already extremely ugly. Beforehand, they all knew the People's Party would be extremely arrogant, but he never expected Chen Ke to be arrogant to this degree. The other representatives were even more furious.

"Chen Ke, there must be a limit to your bullying!" Zhang Jian couldn't bear it anymore and rebuked angrily.

"Bullying?" Chen Ke was a bit puzzled.

The People's Party had been preparing to use troops against Northern Jiangsu; military preparations were basically close to completion. Wang Youhong copied the People's Party's document; Chen Ke called him "Wang Chaochao" (Wang Copycat), which was a joke. Even if Wang Youhong didn't copy, the People's Party would still send troops to seize Northern Jiangsu.

Jiangsu had always been divided into Northern Jiangsu (Subei) and Southern Jiangsu (Sunan). Subei included Xuzhou, Lianyungang, Suqian, Huai'an, Yancheng. In the 21st century, Chen Ke had some friends in Xuzhou. When he ran to Xuzhou to visit friends, everyone talked about the traditional contradiction between Subei and Sunan while eating meat, drinking wine, and blowing hard. The Subei brothers unanimously believed that Subei and Sunan were simply two different worlds. If "Huaihai Province" could be rebuilt on the 5 commanderies and 36 counties of Xue Commandery, Pengcheng Commandery, Donghai Commandery, Chen Commandery, and Kuaiji Commandery of this old Chu land in Subei, that would be great. This was Chen Ke's initial motivation for establishing Huaihai Province. If regional differences within a province could persist into the 21st century, it showed there were indeed problems in these places.

The folk customs of Subei and Shandong were relatively traditional. When Chen Ke went to Jinan for fun in the 21st century, after nine o'clock in the evening, this provincial capital city was pitch black. There were only a few places for nightlife. Such simple folk customs left Chen Ke dumbfounded. Xuzhou was similar; the people were simple and law-abiding.

Xuzhou Heavy Industry, the leading enterprise in this important town in East China, experienced almost bankruptcy and acquisition, and then jumped to become one of the few large machinery equipment manufacturing enterprises in the world under the east wind of China's massive demand for heavy equipment. It showed that they really had a group of people working seriously whether in good times or bad times. Being from Henan, Chen Ke disliked regional discrimination very much. But history proved that Subei was indeed relatively suitable for eating state-run meals (SOE economy).

"Huaihai Province", Jiangxi, Anhui, these areas were traditionally not very trendy areas. Chen Ke circled these provinces also based on the historical performance of these areas to avoid trouble as much as possible. As for Hubei, even if people called them "Nine-headed Birds" (crafty), Hubei's state-owned enterprise power was still strong. Moreover, since Chen Ke made up his mind to seize the Hanyang steel base, things like folk customs could no longer be considered as factors.

The military operation went extremely smoothly. Only the Central Guard Regiment was left in the central location of Fengtai County. The 106th Division of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army in the Base Area marched out to Subei. The Shandong Base Area sent troops to coordinate at the same time. Subei was taken in a very short time.

While Jiangsu was trembling with fear, the Southern Anhui Military Region troops under Zhang Yu's command seized "Wuhu", the last Anhui area not yet controlled by the People's Party. Wuhu was a treaty port; foreigners had concessions here. The People's Party had always avoided dealing with foreigners, so they refused to touch the concessions. Since the Wuhan Consular Corps came to contact the People's Party, the People's Party had clearly stated "hoping to maintain the status quo without hostile situations occurring". This news had spread from Wuhan to consular corps and diplomatic corps everywhere. The People's Party no longer needed to avoid foreigners.

Wang Youhong coming to negotiate in person was greatly beyond the People's Party's expectation. Negotiation was two forces trying to solve disputes by political consultation means. But the People's Party and this bunch in Jiangsu had no political common ground. One was a rebel, one was a subject under the Manchu Qing. Leaving aside the Manchu Qing negotiating with the People's Party alone, the People's Party from top to bottom couldn't determine what exactly Jiangsu wanted to do. That was why Chen Ke went to Anqing specifically to negotiate with the Jiangsu representatives.

"Chen Ke, do you think you are the court? Do whatever you want? Now Jiangsu already has a parliament; Jiangsu cannot accept arrangements by others." A Jiangsu MP shouted from the side.

Such loud shouting triggered glares from the People's Party cadres. Chen Ke wasn't moved at all. He laughed: "Parliament? We will build a People's Representative Congress in Huaihai Province. People's Party representatives are elected from the people to exercise the people's power. Legally we also stand firm. Moreover, Subei and Sunan were not the same thing originally. If gentlemen are worried we will attack Sunan, that is over-worrying. We have no intention of encroaching on Sunan."

Hearing this, some Jiangsu representatives were almost driven mad with anger, while others showed different expressions. For example, Jiangsu Governor Lord Wang Youhong. Actually, Wang Youhong didn't think the People's Party really wanted to attack Nanjing. Viceroys were shrewd people; no matter what others thought, Wang Youhong had decided that Yuan Shikai had reached a secret agreement with the People's Party. Otherwise, why didn't the People's Party fight Yuan Shikai to the death? As long as Yuan Shikai in Henan could be killed, who else in the Great Qing could stop Chen Ke?

But Yuan Shikai didn't go south to attack Anhui, and the People's Party didn't go north to attack Henan. The final result was the People's Party sending troops to Hubei, while Yuan Shikai returned to Beijing leisurely to seize power.

The People's Party seizing Subei and taking back Wuhu. Regardless of what the Jiangsu Parliament thought in their hearts, these actions didn't touch Wang Youhong's bottom line. The Commander of the Ninth Division of the New Army and other forces had long been driven to Wuhu by Wang Youhong. Their elimination by the People's Party saved Wang Youhong trouble instead. Wang Youhong wasn't worried that the People's Party reached an agreement with Yuan Shikai; what he worried about was that the People's Party didn't reach an agreement with Yuan Shikai.

If the People's Party reached an agreement with Yuan Shikai, the People's Party would absolutely not annex the entire Jiangsu. If the People's Party annexed Jiangsu, Yuan Shikai would have to be responsible for this matter. He just seized central power and lost Jiangsu immediately. It would be an extremely heavy blow to the prestige of Yuan Shikai's center. Local forces looking up to Yuan Shikai was because Yuan Shikai had the Beiyang New Army in hand. If Yuan Shikai couldn't prove his Beiyang New Army and Beiyang Cabinet had control over the whole country, especially control over the People's Party, an armed force outside the system. Then in the eyes of viceroys, Beiyang was just another Manchu Qing center, or even inferior to the Manchu Qing center.

Moreover, Sunan had always been rich. If the People's Party really wanted to seize Jiangsu, they should definitely start with the rich Sunan. As long as it could be guaranteed that the People's Party wouldn't seize the entire Jiangsu, given the consistent discord between Sunan and Subei, Jiangnan wouldn't be affected without Subei.

But these were Wang Youhong's guesses. If he couldn't negotiate with Chen Ke personally, Wang Youhong couldn't be sure if his thoughts were truly correct. The power in hand now was obtained by Wang Youhong through untold hardships; the current opportunity was seized by Wang Youhong betting everything. Wang Youhong would rather die than lose everything before his eyes.

Hearing Chen Ke's words just now, a look of relief couldn't help appearing on Wang Youhong's face. The secret agreement between the People's Party and Yuan Shikai seemed certain.

Chen Ke looked at the completely different expressions of these few negotiation representatives with interest. Wang Youhong's relief, Zhang Jian's annoyance, or the madness of several other MPs. It was not much different from the prior prediction.

Preparation work must be done before doing anything. For example, before this meeting, Chen Ke asked Jiangsu to provide the list and basic personal information of the meeting members. The People's Party had information on Wang Youhong and Zhang Jian, but not complete for these few MPs. From the materials provided by Jiangsu, these few MPs were Subei people. Between the Manchu Qing and the People's Party, Subei MPs would definitely choose the Manchu Qing. Zhang Jian was originally going to Beijing to take office; suffering such a blow before taking office, the dissatisfaction in his heart could be imagined.

Instead, Chen Ke paid more and more attention to Wang Youhong. The more a person knew clearly where his interests came from, the easier it was to understand his thoughts. Needless to ask, Wang Youhong was determined to get his own interests in the "Federation of Autonomous Provinces". As long as Wang Youhong's personal interests could be guaranteed, the People's Party wouldn't have any unpredictable conflicts with Jiangsu instead.

Thinking of this, Chen Ke looked at the comrades around him. The war to seize Subei was too easy, so that many comrades proposed to take advantage of the victory to seize the entire Jiangsu. The Sunan area had always been rich; the Qinhuai land of Nanjing, Suzhou, and Yangzhou had always been places of wealth. The salt merchants of Lianghuai were very rich; if all this money could be taken for themselves...

Some comrades simply asked straightforwardly: "Do we really have to honor the agreement with Yuan Shikai?"

"An agreement is an agreement. Don't play petty tricks. Doing things must be reasonable and restrained. Yuan Shikai breaking faith is one thing; we will give him a corresponding response because he breaks faith. But this is not a reason for us not to be reasonable ourselves." Chen Ke loved playing petty tricks since childhood, and he had suffered too many losses from this.

Recalling that Chen Ke asked comrades to learn to observe and judge the attitude of Jiangsu representatives before, looking at these comrades now, Chen Ke saw most comrades were thoughtful; it seemed they all had their own insights.

Unlike the Jiangsu representatives who shared the same bed but dreamt different dreams, the People's Party negotiation team was indeed of one heart and one mind. To let everyone see more clearly, Chen Ke threw out the latest news. "Gentlemen of Jiangsu, the Yuan Shikai cabinet telegraphed the world the day before yesterday. Formally proposing the view of implementing the Federation of Autonomous Provinces. Moreover, the Yuan Shikai cabinet is preparing to establish a new constitution, guaranteeing the reform line unshaken in the form of law."

Hearing this big news, the Jiangsu representatives were dumbfounded for a moment, not knowing whether to believe Chen Ke or not.

The first to react was Wang Youhong; he asked urgently: "Then how do the gentlemen of the People's Party view this matter?"

Chen Ke replied indifferently: "Us? We don't oppose reform. But we firmly believe that the Manchu Qing is the biggest enemy of reform. Reform can be done, but the Manchu Qing must be overthrown! We have telegraphed this view to the world and published statements in many newspapers."

Hearing Chen Ke's words, Wang Youhong's expression immediately became solemn. Zhang Jian pursed his lips tightly, feeling somewhat enlightened. As for the other MPs, they didn't understand what People's Party Chairman Chen Ke was saying from beginning to end. They didn't even know what Jiangsu Governor Wang Youhong, who came with them, was saying.
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Governor Wang Youhong and Zhang Jian looked left and right habitually after disembarking, and then discovered with disappointment that there were no sedans waiting on the pier. Sweeping a glance casually, not only were there no sedans beside the people receiving them, but there was also no trace of sedans on the entire busy pier.

Wang Youhong and Zhang Jian looked at each other, suspecting in their hearts, "Is this a show of strength intentionally given by the People's Party?"

In these years, only the poor walked. People with status traveled in sedans or carriages, or at least got a beast to ride. But guests followed the host's convenience. On this People's Party territory, former Anhui Governor En Ming had his head chopped off. Jiangsu Governor Wang Youhong and Jiangsu Parliament Speaker Zhang Jian were nothing much. Let alone the People's Party letting these two and their entourage walk. Even if they were arrested and executed as "Manchu Qing Counter-revolutionaries", they would have to accept it.

Fortunately, the People's Party didn't really prepare to do that. Various transport capacities were in the passenger area outside the pier. The freight area and passenger area were obviously separated. Light rickshaws and flatbed carts were parked separately. The passenger area was noisy but not crowded.

Both Zhang Jian and Wang Youhong's eyes lit up. Cities like Nanjing were trade distribution centers. The management areas were not only overcrowded, but various forces often caused trouble to grab territory. Anqing's management model was indeed quite advanced. Since the war broke out, Anqing's trade was extremely depressed for a time. Now seeing the market, it had fully restored its old appearance. Not only were ordinary merchants keen on business, but some foreigners were also busy. If one didn't know clearly that it was currently wartime, just looking at the situation in front, Anqing city looked completely like a peaceful and prosperous age.

Uniformed and vest-wearing people could be seen everywhere on the streets. Municipal urban management in uniforms was responsible for maintaining order, and those in vests were municipal sanitation and logistics. The common people were very used to these people, looking completely unsurprised. Seeing these, Wang Youhong and Zhang Jian actually wanted to walk and see with their own eyes how the People's Party managed this Anqing city.

"Gentlemen, please get in the car." The responsible People's Party staff member had already arranged the cars. Scanning the orderly surroundings again, Wang Youhong and the others got into the cars.

The negotiation location was at the former Governor's Yamen. The group was led into the conference room. A tall, square-faced young man was already waiting there with several other people.

"This is Chairman Chen Ke." The leading staff member introduced with a tone of uncontrollable pride. No need for introduction; Wang Youhong's attention had already been attracted by Chen Ke. That was a young man with no pretense. The uninhibited vitality unique to young people was undoubtedly displayed from those bright eyes, that smooth skin, that robust physique, and that light and powerful rising movement. But this vigorous vitality didn't flow wantonly like other young people. Including Empress Dowager Cixi, Wang Youhong had seen many people in high positions. Long-term experience made them dignified in manner and full of style. Chen Ke undoubtedly had these things, but Chen Ke had a calmness and caution that those in high positions didn't have. He was more like a scholar, a younger person ready and willing to listen to others.

Chen Ke, who naturally blended experience and characteristics, made Wang Youhong feel a tremor from the bottom of his heart. Wang Youhong's purpose in coming to Anqing was to negotiate with Chen Ke. Wang Youhong had no confidence in the result of the negotiation at all. And Chen Ke opposite undoubtedly already had his own plan; Chen Ke was ready.

Chen Ke was also sizing up Wang Youhong. A month ago, after the file of Governor Wang Youhong's speech at the Jiangsu Parliament was sent to the People's Party Central Committee, Chen Ke burst out laughing after reading it, "Wang Chaochao (Wang Copycat) ah."

"Chaochao" (Copycat), a later internet term, was spoken by Chen Ke for the first time. The comrades didn't understand the meaning of this word at all. But Wang Youhong's speech draft was so familiar that someone already stared at Qi Huishen and asked: "Commissioner Qi, what exactly is going on?"

Before Qi Huishen could speak, Chen Ke had already taken over the conversation, "Our People's Party doesn't tell lies. This document is not some confidential document. Even if people all over the world see it, so what. Don't worry about so much. Since Governor Wang can see the situation clearly, then we have to give him a surprise too."

In Chen Ke's imagination, a person who could grasp the core content of his speech draft must at least have some scholar's demeanor. Reality surprised Chen Ke quite a bit. Wang Youhong was over forty years old, tall, with thick bones. Like other middle-aged officials of this era, Wang Youhong's belly had bulged because it was full of fat. In the 21st century, this was a very unhealthy body shape. In 1908, this was an enviable "state of wealth".

And Wang Youhong's face looked weathered, with tiny pits on the skin. His eyes were big and bright, and subconsciously opened very wide. Although he had a beard, Wang Youhong looked like a straightforward and rough warrior no matter how one looked at him. The slightly narrowed eyes unique to people who often think, and the introverted expression, could not be found in Wang Youhong at all.

Instead, Zhang Jian behind Wang Youhong possessed all the characteristics of scholars of this era. Putting on airs, a certain degree of affectation, arrogant superciliousness, self-centered dominance. After all, Zhang Jian was the Number One Scholar (Zhuangyuan) of the First Class in the Enke exam. If he had this attitude, it was puzzling instead.

After both sides sat down, no one spoke first. Chen Ke had decided to try hard to learn to listen to others talking, and this meeting was also proposed by Wang Youhong first. Chen Ke waited quietly for the other party to speak.

Wang Youhong didn't want to come to Anhui; he was also forced to. More than half a month ago, the People's Party first seized various places in Northern Jiangsu with heavy troops. When Jiangsu still didn't know what happened, the People's Party Jiangnan troops attacked suddenly again and annihilated the Jiangnan New Army stationed in Wuhu completely. The military edge reached the junction of Anhui and Zhejiang. After the news of Yuan Shikai seizing the Beijing regime shook the world, the People's Party plunged Jiangsu into comprehensive panic again.

The Jiangsu Parliament immediately held a meeting to discuss how to deal with this terrible situation. The People's Party wasn't an existence within the Manchu Qing system, so any war wasn't strange. Ten thousand troops couldn't win against a few hundred People's Party members. Wuhu was so close to Nanjing; if tens of thousands of People's Party troops killed their way over, Nanjing couldn't be spared at all.

There was panic inside Nanjing city. The rich were already preparing to flee to Shanghai. Governor Wang Youhong issued an order: blockade the whole city; those who flee will have their whole family property confiscated. This vigorous and resolute method directly deterred the rich people in Nanjing. While blockading Nanjing city, Wang Youhong attended the parliament. Facing the terrified members of parliament, Governor Wang stated he would personally go with Parliament Speaker Zhang Jian to negotiate with the People's Party to figure out what exactly the People's Party meant.

The Yuan Shikai government had already appointed Zhang Jian as Minister of Agriculture, Industry and Commerce, but Zhang Jian hadn't gone to take office temporarily because of Jiangsu affairs. Hearing that Wang Youhong actually wanted to go to the Anhui bandit gang to negotiate personally, Zhang Jian was extremely moved. He immediately expressed willingness to go with Wang Youhong.

Wang Youhong originally thought the People's Party would threaten smugly or put on airs in this meeting. He had already discussed with Zhang Jian and others how to deal with such a situation. Unexpectedly, the People's Party held the meeting ordinarily. The People's Party members headed by Chen Ke waited politely without saying a word for Wang Youhong to speak. Wang Youhong waited for a while and could only speak first, "Mr. Chen, we came this time to clarify a few things. Why did your troops attack Jiangsu and threaten Nanjing?"

Chen Ke replied in a completely business-like tone: "Attacking Northern Jiangsu is because we want to establish Huaihai Province on the old Chu lands of the Western Han Dynasty in Northern Jiangsu and Southern Shandong. As for threatening Nanjing, our purpose is to take back the Wuhu area that originally belonged to Anhui. It's just you gentlemen feel we are threatening Nanjing. From our side, seeing nearly fifty thousand troops in Nanjing, we feel Nanjing is threatening Wuhu instead."

Hearing Chen Ke's words, many alpacas (grass mud horses - fuck your mothers) ran through the hearts of all Jiangsu representatives. Everyone cursed in their hearts: "Chen Ke, you little brat, you rake backwards (make false countercharges)!"

Originally, the serious attitude of Chen Ke willing to listen on his face made these people feel Chen Ke had the reverence of a young junior. But when Chen Ke expounded facts with such a reverent attitude, this reverent junior attitude immediately turned into an arrogant feeling of bullying others. What meant "feel Nanjing is threatening Wuhu instead?" What meant "want to re-establish Huaihai Province on the old Chu lands of the Western Han Dynasty in Northern Jiangsu and Southern Shandong?"

In the view of the Jiangsu representatives, Chen Ke seemed to hope the Jiangsu representatives would be convinced and say, "Mr. Chen Ke, sorry, we failed to understand your original intention. We were wrong."

Zhang Jian's face was already extremely ugly. Beforehand, they all knew the People's Party would be extremely arrogant, but he never expected Chen Ke to be arrogant to this degree. The other representatives were even more furious.

"Chen Ke, there must be a limit to your bullying!" Zhang Jian couldn't bear it anymore and rebuked angrily.

"Bullying?" Chen Ke was a bit puzzled.

The People's Party had been preparing to use troops against Northern Jiangsu; military preparations were basically close to completion. Wang Youhong copied the People's Party's document; Chen Ke called him "Wang Chaochao" (Wang Copycat), which was a joke. Even if Wang Youhong didn't copy, the People's Party would still send troops to seize Northern Jiangsu.

Jiangsu had always been divided into Northern Jiangsu (Subei) and Southern Jiangsu (Sunan). Subei included Xuzhou, Lianyungang, Suqian, Huai'an, Yancheng. In the 21st century, Chen Ke had some friends in Xuzhou. When he ran to Xuzhou to visit friends, everyone talked about the traditional contradiction between Subei and Sunan while eating meat, drinking wine, and blowing hard. The Subei brothers unanimously believed that Subei and Sunan were simply two different worlds. If "Huaihai Province" could be rebuilt on the 5 commanderies and 36 counties of Xue Commandery, Pengcheng Commandery, Donghai Commandery, Chen Commandery, and Kuaiji Commandery of this old Chu land in Subei, that would be great. This was Chen Ke's initial motivation for establishing Huaihai Province. If regional differences within a province could persist into the 21st century, it showed there were indeed problems in these places.

The folk customs of Subei and Shandong were relatively traditional. When Chen Ke went to Jinan for fun in the 21st century, after nine o'clock in the evening, this provincial capital city was pitch black. There were only a few places for nightlife. Such simple folk customs left Chen Ke dumbfounded. Xuzhou was similar; the people were simple and law-abiding.

Xuzhou Heavy Industry, the leading enterprise in this important town in East China, experienced almost bankruptcy and acquisition, and then jumped to become one of the few large machinery equipment manufacturing enterprises in the world under the east wind of China's massive demand for heavy equipment. It showed that they really had a group of people working seriously whether in good times or bad times. Being from Henan, Chen Ke disliked regional discrimination very much. But history proved that Subei was indeed relatively suitable for eating state-run meals (SOE economy).

"Huaihai Province", Jiangxi, Anhui, these areas were traditionally not very trendy areas. Chen Ke circled these provinces also based on the historical performance of these areas to avoid trouble as much as possible. As for Hubei, even if people called them "Nine-headed Birds" (crafty), Hubei's state-owned enterprise power was still strong. Moreover, since Chen Ke made up his mind to seize the Hanyang steel base, things like folk customs could no longer be considered as factors.

The military operation went extremely smoothly. Only the Central Guard Regiment was left in the central location of Fengtai County. The 106th Division of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army in the Base Area marched out to Subei. The Shandong Base Area sent troops to coordinate at the same time. Subei was taken in a very short time.

While Jiangsu was trembling with fear, the Southern Anhui Military Region troops under Zhang Yu's command seized "Wuhu", the last Anhui area not yet controlled by the People's Party. Wuhu was a treaty port; foreigners had concessions here. The People's Party had always avoided dealing with foreigners, so they refused to touch the concessions. Since the Wuhan Consular Corps came to contact the People's Party, the People's Party had clearly stated "hoping to maintain the status quo without hostile situations occurring". This news had spread from Wuhan to consular corps and diplomatic corps everywhere. The People's Party no longer needed to avoid foreigners.

Wang Youhong coming to negotiate in person was greatly beyond the People's Party's expectation. Negotiation was two forces trying to solve disputes by political consultation means. But the People's Party and this bunch in Jiangsu had no political common ground. One was a rebel, one was a subject under the Manchu Qing. Leaving aside the Manchu Qing negotiating with the People's Party alone, the People's Party from top to bottom couldn't determine what exactly Jiangsu wanted to do. That was why Chen Ke went to Anqing specifically to negotiate with the Jiangsu representatives.

"Chen Ke, do you think you are the court? Do whatever you want? Now Jiangsu already has a parliament; Jiangsu cannot accept arrangements by others." A Jiangsu MP shouted from the side.

Such loud shouting triggered glares from the People's Party cadres. Chen Ke wasn't moved at all. He laughed: "Parliament? We will build a People's Representative Congress in Huaihai Province. People's Party representatives are elected from the people to exercise the people's power. Legally we also stand firm. Moreover, Subei and Sunan were not the same thing originally. If gentlemen are worried we will attack Sunan, that is over-worrying. We have no intention of encroaching on Sunan."

Hearing this, some Jiangsu representatives were almost driven mad with anger, while others showed different expressions. For example, Jiangsu Governor Lord Wang Youhong. Actually, Wang Youhong didn't think the People's Party really wanted to attack Nanjing. Viceroys were shrewd people; no matter what others thought, Wang Youhong had decided that Yuan Shikai had reached a secret agreement with the People's Party. Otherwise, why didn't the People's Party fight Yuan Shikai to the death? As long as Yuan Shikai in Henan could be killed, who else in the Great Qing could stop Chen Ke?

But Yuan Shikai didn't go south to attack Anhui, and the People's Party didn't go north to attack Henan. The final result was the People's Party sending troops to Hubei, while Yuan Shikai returned to Beijing leisurely to seize power.

The People's Party seizing Subei and taking back Wuhu. Regardless of what the Jiangsu Parliament thought in their hearts, these actions didn't touch Wang Youhong's bottom line. The Commander of the Ninth Division of the New Army and other forces had long been driven to Wuhu by Wang Youhong. Their elimination by the People's Party saved Wang Youhong trouble instead. Wang Youhong wasn't worried that the People's Party reached an agreement with Yuan Shikai; what he worried about was that the People's Party didn't reach an agreement with Yuan Shikai.

If the People's Party reached an agreement with Yuan Shikai, the People's Party would absolutely not annex the entire Jiangsu. If the People's Party annexed Jiangsu, Yuan Shikai would have to be responsible for this matter. He just seized central power and lost Jiangsu immediately. It would be an extremely heavy blow to the prestige of Yuan Shikai's center. Local forces looking up to Yuan Shikai was because Yuan Shikai had the Beiyang New Army in hand. If Yuan Shikai couldn't prove his Beiyang New Army and Beiyang Cabinet had control over the whole country, especially control over the People's Party, an armed force outside the system. Then in the eyes of viceroys, Beiyang was just another Manchu Qing center, or even inferior to the Manchu Qing center.

Moreover, Sunan had always been rich. If the People's Party really wanted to seize Jiangsu, they should definitely start with the rich Sunan. As long as it could be guaranteed that the People's Party wouldn't seize the entire Jiangsu, given the consistent discord between Sunan and Subei, Jiangnan wouldn't be affected without Subei.

But these were Wang Youhong's guesses. If he couldn't negotiate with Chen Ke personally, Wang Youhong couldn't be sure if his thoughts were truly correct. The power in hand now was obtained by Wang Youhong through untold hardships; the current opportunity was seized by Wang Youhong betting everything. Wang Youhong would rather die than lose everything before his eyes.

Hearing Chen Ke's words just now, a look of relief couldn't help appearing on Wang Youhong's face. The secret agreement between the People's Party and Yuan Shikai seemed certain.

Chen Ke looked at the completely different expressions of these few negotiation representatives with interest. Wang Youhong's relief, Zhang Jian's annoyance, or the madness of several other MPs. It was not much different from the prior prediction.

Preparation work must be done before doing anything. For example, before this meeting, Chen Ke asked Jiangsu to provide the list and basic personal information of the meeting members. The People's Party had information on Wang Youhong and Zhang Jian, but not complete for these few MPs. From the materials provided by Jiangsu, these few MPs were Subei people. Between the Manchu Qing and the People's Party, Subei MPs would definitely choose the Manchu Qing. Zhang Jian was originally going to Beijing to take office; suffering such a blow before taking office, the dissatisfaction in his heart could be imagined.

Instead, Chen Ke paid more and more attention to Wang Youhong. The more a person knew clearly where his interests came from, the easier it was to understand his thoughts. Needless to ask, Wang Youhong was determined to get his own interests in the "Federation of Autonomous Provinces". As long as Wang Youhong's personal interests could be guaranteed, the People's Party wouldn't have any unpredictable conflicts with Jiangsu instead.

Thinking of this, Chen Ke looked at the comrades around him. The war to seize Subei was too easy, so that many comrades proposed to take advantage of the victory to seize the entire Jiangsu. The Sunan area had always been rich; the Qinhuai land of Nanjing, Suzhou, and Yangzhou had always been places of wealth. The salt merchants of Lianghuai were very rich; if all this money could be taken for themselves...

Some comrades simply asked straightforwardly: "Do we really have to honor the agreement with Yuan Shikai?"

"An agreement is an agreement. Don't play petty tricks. Doing things must be reasonable and restrained. Yuan Shikai breaking faith is one thing; we will give him a corresponding response because he breaks faith. But this is not a reason for us not to be reasonable ourselves." Chen Ke loved playing petty tricks since childhood, and he had suffered too many losses from this.

Recalling that Chen Ke asked comrades to learn to observe and judge the attitude of Jiangsu representatives before, looking at these comrades now, Chen Ke saw most comrades were thoughtful; it seemed they all had their own insights.

Unlike the Jiangsu representatives who shared the same bed but dreamt different dreams, the People's Party negotiation team was indeed of one heart and one mind. To let everyone see more clearly, Chen Ke threw out the latest news. "Gentlemen of Jiangsu, the Yuan Shikai cabinet telegraphed the world the day before yesterday. Formally proposing the view of implementing the Federation of Autonomous Provinces. Moreover, the Yuan Shikai cabinet is preparing to establish a new constitution, guaranteeing the reform line unshaken in the form of law."

Hearing this big news, the Jiangsu representatives were dumbfounded for a moment, not knowing whether to believe Chen Ke or not.

The first to react was Wang Youhong; he asked urgently: "Then how do the gentlemen of the People's Party view this matter?"

Chen Ke replied indifferently: "Us? We don't oppose reform. But we firmly believe that the Manchu Qing is the biggest enemy of reform. Reform can be done, but the Manchu Qing must be overthrown! We have telegraphed this view to the world and published statements in many newspapers."

Hearing Chen Ke's words, Wang Youhong's expression immediately became solemn. Zhang Jian pursed his lips tightly, feeling somewhat enlightened. As for the other MPs, they didn't understand what People's Party Chairman Chen Ke was saying from beginning to end. They didn't even know what Jiangsu Governor Wang Youhong, who came with them, was saying.
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Contention and Reorganization (Part 3)

Let's try this challenge again. From now on, chapters will be released at 12:00 PM. I hope readers won't have to stay up late reading anymore.

In mid-April 1909, the People's Party formally responded to the Qing court's political stance, causing a massive wave on the Chinese political stage. The People's Party's attitude remained a firm demand for the overthrow of the Qing court; this fundamental position was revealed without reservation in their short and powerful announcement.

Those involved in politics would never just look at surface articles. The People's Party's reason for resolutely demanding the overthrow of the Manchu Qing was to firmly support the Reform. In this era, Reform was already a trend, a fashion. Even within the Manchu Qing conservative faction, there was no lack of support for Reform. Various political forces merely had different positionings of their own interests within the Reform, but Reform itself had become an irreversible consensus.

In the eyes of various political factions and small political cliques, since the People's Party clearly indicated its agreement with Reform, then the People's Party had not detached itself from this political trend that was already dominating China. As for the People's Party's advocacy of "overthrowing the Manchu Qing" or the "People's Revolution" shouted earlier, that was simply the People's Party's own "political interest positioning."

When the People's Party's proposition spread throughout the country, in China's political center, Beijing, Yuan Shikai was convening a cabinet meeting. Although he was only the Vice Prime Minister of the Cabinet, no one in the entire cabinet treated Yuan Shikai as a deputy. Even Prime Minister Prince Qing, Yikuang, would not be that foolish. Yikuang was already 71 years old this year; no matter how tough his body was, he couldn't truly preside over government affairs like Yuan Shikai. He would always show up once for every cabinet meeting, but when it came to the discussion of specific affairs, he would quickly hand over the work to Yuan Shikai and go home to rest. This meeting was no exception.

Once Yikuang left, the atmosphere in the cabinet became much more lively. The main content of this discussion was the division issue of the future United Provincial Autonomy. Yuan Shikai was not an overly autocratic person; while he certainly had to have the highest decision-making power, in actual operation, Yuan Shikai still advocated for collective wisdom and efforts.

In the plan Chen Ke gave to Yuan Shikai, United Provincial Autonomy was just a programmatic model. What Chen Ke wanted was the Four-Province Autonomy for the People's Party; for other specific parts, Chen Ke had neither the reason nor the necessity to spend huge mental effort planning for Yuan Shikai. Of course, Yuan Shikai also had no intention of handing this heavy responsibility over to Chen Ke to plan.

The Beiyang Cabinet was not equal to the Beiyang Group. These days, the interior of the Beiyang Group was also discussing this issue with buzzing excitement. In the national layout preliminarily completed by the Beiyang Group before Yuan Shikai returned to Beijing to seize power, Henan, Hebei, Shandong, Shanxi, and the four Northeastern provinces were already indisputably owned by Beiyang. What made Beiyang dissatisfied was that Anhui, whose Governor was originally of the Beiyang lineage, had been seized by the People's Party. Viceroy of Liangjiang Duanfang could originally be considered a Beiyang man, but now Jiangsu was controlled by Zhang Xun and Wang Youhong, who were loyal to Cixi. The Viceroys of Sichuan and Gan-Shaan (Gansu and Shaanxi) were similarly relatively loyal to the Qing court. The Qingliu (Pure Stream) faction had greater influence in the Yun-Gui (Yunnan and Guizhou) generation. Therefore, although the Beiyang Group possessed immense power, there was still a long way to go before completely securing the situation.

Chen Ke's statement being issued at this time appeared particularly important. The program recently proposed by Yuan Shikai contained three key points: "Constitutionalism," "Reform," and "United Provincial Autonomy." This was re-establishing China's system from a political framework; the survival of the Qing court was not considered at all. Once the powerful armed force of the People's Party was incorporated into this framework, the "Beiyang-People's Party Axis" would reach directly from North China to South China. No local political force in China would dare to directly contend with this power. This was also the fundamental reason why Yuan Shikai agreed to the People's Party's territory of four provinces.

"How are the preparations for the 'Outline of the Constitutional Compact'?" Yuan Shikai asked Shen Jiaben, the Minister of Justice.

"Drafting has been completed, and it is currently undergoing final revisions. Everyone can take a look at the draft before this revision." Shen Jiaben distributed a stack of documents to the cabinet members as he spoke.

This "Outline of the Constitutional Compact" was less a blueprint for a final constitution and more a declaration completely stripping the Manchu Qing imperial family of all power in a legal sense.

"The imperial lineage of the Great Qing Empire shall remain unchanged for ten thousand generations. The Emperor is sacred and inviolable. The power of the Emperor is limited to what is prescribed by the Constitution. The order of succession of the Emperor is prescribed by the Constitution." The first four articles were just plagiarism of the codes of constitutional monarchies; the cabinet members just glanced at them and didn't look further.

Other articles concerned the scope of power for the Parliament and the Cabinet. The cabinet members didn't look much at those either; their gazes swept one by one over the content related to the imperial family.

Article 5: The Constitution shall be drafted and resolved by the Senate (Zizhengyuan) and promulgated by the Emperor.

Article 8: The Prime Minister shall be publicly elected by the Parliament (Assembly) and appointed by the Emperor; other Ministers of State shall be recommended by the Prime Minister and appointed by the Emperor. Members of the Imperial Clan may not serve as Prime Minister, other Ministers of State, or administrative chiefs of various provinces.

Article 10: The Army and Navy shall be directly commanded by the Emperor, but when used domestically, they shall be subject to special conditions resolved by the Parliament (Assembly); otherwise, they may not be deployed.

Article 15: The formulation and increase or decrease of Imperial Household expenses shall be resolved by the Parliament (Assembly).

Article 16: Imperial ceremonies must not conflict with the Constitution.

Article 18: Matters resolved by the Parliament (Assembly) shall be promulgated by the Emperor.

These articles seemed to be confirming the Emperor's status as the representative of China, but in reality, they ruthlessly made imperial power nothing more than a facade. Especially Article 8, which completely established the power of the Cabinet Prime Minister and deprived the Imperial Clan of all power by legal means. After reading these, almost all cabinet members breathed a sigh of relief.

"I think there is no need to modify anything further, just promulgate it directly." Yang Du was young after all and couldn't hold back his temper. He spoke hurriedly.

As a newcomer to the Beiyang Group, Yang Du's attitude annoyed quite a few people. But Yang Du was personally promoted by Yuan Shikai, and his attitude couldn't be said to be wrong. The cabinet members just remained coldly silent, refusing to echo Yang Du's personal statement.

After a long silence, Wang Shizhen suddenly asked, "Lord Yuan, if all provinces agree to this 'Outline of the Constitutional Compact,' but the People's Party insists on the abdication of the Imperial Family, what should be done?"

As soon as these words came out, it immediately triggered nervousness in everyone. Chen Ke's recent statement was merely implicitly expressing support for Yuan Shikai's direction of Reform, but Chen Ke would absolutely not express recognition of the Qing court. If all provinces agreed to the plan of United Provincial Autonomy and Constitutional Monarchy, and the Qing court still nominally existed, the People's Party would absolutely not let the matter rest.

This question was indeed a very thorny one; all cabinet members looked at Yuan Shikai. Beiyang had reached an agreement with the People's Party, and they didn't care about the Qing Emperor abdicating. But other Viceroys and Governors might not be so easy to talk to.

Yuan Shikai was silent for a while, then said slowly, "Constitutional Reform is the foundation of the country; on this foundation, everyone can talk. Although Chen Ke is a bit stubborn, he is still a child. The ages of the Viceroys and Governors of the world are not young anymore; I feel there is no need for elders to lower themselves to the level of young children."

This seemingly soft speech made quite a few cabinet members unable to hold back their laughter. What was meant by "don't lower themselves to the level"? Yuan Shikai was plainly saying that Chen Ke would absolutely not be polite in the slightest to those die-hards. Those with sharp minds were already considering which province would be unlucky. And those who knew more inside information had already guessed who was going to be unlucky. The four provinces of territory claimed by the People's Party back then—although Hubei was not yet completely occupied, after the People's Party sent troops out of Jiangsu, they at least already had the territory of three provinces. The remaining one was Jiangxi. Jiangxi Governor Wu Xun was a die-hard royalist. When Yuan Shikai seized power in Beijing, most provincial Viceroys and Governors supported Yuan Shikai. Only a few Viceroys and Governors hadn't said a word more than a month after the seizure of power ended. Wu Xun was one of them. Yuan Shikai's calculation to kill with a borrowed knife was shrewd indeed.

Once the People's Party captured Jiangxi, it would be equivalent to their military front directly reaching Liangguang (Guangdong and Guangxi). In order to avoid suffering attacks from the People's Party, the Viceroys and Governors of other provinces would definitely seek help from the Beiyang Central Government. At that time, as long as Yuan Shikai could rein in Chen Ke, other political forces would no longer dare to disobey Beiyang's command and could only choose to bow the knee to Yuan Shikai. Therefore, the People's Party's attacks on the surrounding areas seemed to be weakening the prestige of the Beiyang Government, but in reality, they were all serving Yuan Shikai in disguise.

Everyone was a smart person, so naturally, they wouldn't brag about their own "cleverness" on such a small matter. Saying too much wouldn't gain everyone's approval; on the contrary, it would only prove that one's own depth was too shallow.

Seeing that everyone agreed with his judgment, Yuan Shikai said, "I don't think this 'Outline of the Constitutional Compact' needs to be modified either. It's an outline anyway; if the situation changes later, it will be in time to modify it then."

Hearing Yuan Shikai say this, Minister of Justice Shen Jiaben nodded in agreement.

Yuan Shikai continued, "Since it is United Provincial Autonomy, there must be an arrangement for the various provinces now. We can't control how the provinces run themselves, but the Cabinet cannot remain silent on who runs the provinces. let's circle the candidates first."

This was the main event. The current personnel arrangement for United Provincial Autonomy determined the highest power holders in the provinces for the next few years. Even within the Beiyang Group and the provinces controlled by the Beiyang Group, Yuan Shikai still had the final say. But the advantage of getting in first absolutely could not be underestimated. Immediately, people began to recommend those they were familiar with. The interior of Beiyang was not a monolith either; although all interests were temporarily united under Yuan Shikai's banner, when it came to specific interests, everyone refused to yield.

Yuan Shikai listened silently, watching the scramble for interests before him, and couldn't help but think of Chen Ke, far away in Anhui. He wondered if the inside of Chen Ke's People's Party was like the current situation in Beiyang. Because Yuan Shikai had grasped the grand strategy extremely appropriately recently, Beiyang had gained unprecedented benefits in one fell swoop. Correspondingly, no one in the Beiyang Group dared to oppose Yuan Shikai anymore. And Chen Ke had always been the pillar of the People's Party, so presumably, it was the same there.

But the situation Chen Ke faced was like the situation Yuan Shikai faced now. Yuan Shikai already held the direct power of appointment and removal for officials in nine provinces, plus Inner and Outer Mongolia, totaling eleven provinces of territory. Beiyang had already begun to fight for these eleven provinces of territory. The People's Party now had three provinces and would have four provinces of territory in the future. With the large number of troops in the People's Party, they would likely fall even deeper into the situation of "many wolves and little meat." The struggle within them would probably be even more fierce. Thinking of this, Yuan Shikai sincerely hoped that the People's Party would fall into a fierce struggle for interests. The People's Party was already very powerful; there was no need for it to become any stronger. Let the various high officials within the People's Party fight endlessly for interests! Yuan Shikai prayed silently in his heart.

Once the "Outline of the Constitutional Compact" was released, it was natural for the whole country to be shaken. Local governments that originally had many doubts about the Yuan Shikai Cabinet had obtained an accurate answer. Not to mention that the local governments controlled by the Beiyang clique immediately wired their support, the imperial clansmen in the capital all exploded.

Ever since Zaifeng's last gamble, forcibly issuing an edict ordering Yuan Shikai to "retire and return home," the princes and nobles in Beijing immediately suffered a "siege by the masses." During this siege, which lasted for a full twenty days, no one could enter or leave the various princely mansions. Water sources were okay to say; many princely mansions had their own wells. Even if they didn't, they could endure thirst. But no one emptied the manure for the princely mansions; the cesspits and chamber pots in all the mansions were full. Fortunately, it was winter, and the stench was still bearable. If it were summer, the princely mansions would probably be uninhabitable.

Not long after these terrible days ended, the imperial clansmen still had some memory at least, and they had been quiet for a while. But after they saw the "Outline of the Constitutional Compact," that little bit of memory was thrown into the nine heavens.

And the change in the situation was completely beyond the imagination of the imperial clan. As soon as Yuan Shikai's statement of Beiyang United Provincial Autonomy came out, not only Beiyang but the Viceroys and Governors of various provinces immediately expressed their approval. What exceeded everyone's expectations was that the first to wire the whole country expressing support was not a Beiyang-controlled area, but Jiangsu. Jiangsu Governor Wang Youhong not only expressed support for United Provincial Autonomy but also suggested immediately establishing assemblies in various provinces to prepare for the provisional parliament.

The imperial clansmen cursed Zhejiang Governor Wang Youhong (Note: Text says Zhejiang here, but context suggests Jiangsu Governor Wang Youhong, likely a typo in source or reference to his origin/other title, but Wang Youhong is Jiangsu Governor in previous context. Sticking to Jiangsu Governor as per context.) for not repaying the Emperor's grace. But curses were just curses; they had no effect on reality. Moreover, even if Governor Wang Youhong knew that the imperial clan hated him to the bone, he would not change in the slightest.

After the negotiation with Chen Ke, Wang Youhong understood that it was precisely because the People's Party had no intention of having a showdown with Beiyang in the near future that Chen Ke so firmly supported United Provincial Autonomy. After United Provincial Autonomy, neither the Central Government nor other provinces could interfere in the internal affairs of the People's Party. Wang Youhong didn't care at all what exactly Chen Ke wanted to do; as long as the People's Party didn't come to hit Jiangsu, Wang Youhong wouldn't seek unhappiness by accusing the People's Party. As for Northern Jiangsu, if it was lost, it was lost; as long as Southern Jiangsu could be kept, under the pressure of the People's Party, Wang Youhong's position might be even more stable.

The Manchu Qing had established a total of twenty-three provinces, plus Inner and Outer Mongolia, counting as twenty-five provinces. However, Taiwan Province had been seized by Japan. Only twenty-four remained.

The four Northeastern provinces, Zhili, Fengtian, Jilin, Heilongjiang, Shandong, Shanxi, Henan, Hebei, Zhejiang, and Inner and Outer Mongolia. These eleven provinces had already fallen into Yuan Shikai's hands.

The People's Party controlled Anhui, Hubei, and the Northern Jiangsu part of Jiangsu.

The two sides together had thirteen and a half provinces, more than half. Moreover, these thirteen provinces had large populations, relatively developed economies, and a considerable amount of industrial construction. As for the armies the two sides could deploy for operations in other provinces, they far exceeded the sum of other forces. Nanjing, Jiangsu, where Wang Youhong was located, claimed to have fifty thousand troops. These troops were okay for guarding Nanjing, but pulling them out for battle would just be delivering meat to others.

Outside of Beiyang and the People's Party, the other areas—Shaanxi, Gansu, Jiangxi, Hunan, Sichuan, Fujian, Xinjiang, Guangdong, Guangxi, Yunnan, and Guizhou—totaled eleven provinces, many of which were poor and destitute lands. Even in these areas, Beiyang's influence had not failed to penetrate.

With such a disparity in power, it was obvious which side Wang Youhong would choose. Even if the imperial clan hated Wang Youhong to the bone, Wang Youhong could only look out for himself first.

Wang Youhong considered for himself, and the imperial clan considered for themselves even more. In the increasingly narrow mental horizons of these people, everyone was a traitor; what was wrong with obediently serving the Emperor and the Imperial Family? These imperial clansmen completely could not understand why they had been abandoned by the whole country.

Former Prince Regent Zaifeng stayed behind closed doors. Without Zaifeng taking the lead, the imperial clansmen had to act on their own. Liangbi, Yulang, Puwei, Zaitao, Zaize, and Tieliang—members of the imperial clan considered to be the capable generals of the Manchu Qing—held a secret meeting of the aristocratic core. The meeting tried hard to sort out the development of the situation, from the rise of the People's Party to Yuan Shikai's seizure of power. Strangely, the imperial clan did not hate the People's Party; all their hatred was concentrated on Yuan Shikai. The imperial clansmen unanimously believed that as long as they could get rid of Yuan Shikai, all problems could be solved. The imperial clan would regain power.

How to get rid of Yuan Shikai became the focus of the discussion. Some in the imperial clan proposed assassination, not just assassinating Yuan Shikai, but conducting a comprehensive assassination of the Beiyang Cabinet, and then establishing a new cabinet with the imperial clan as the core.

This plan was correct in theory, but the biggest problem in practice lay in "how to gather enough military force to assassinate so many cabinet ministers and vice-ministers." The armed forces of the Manchus were now non-existent. Asking these princes to do it themselves? They were unwilling to sacrifice their lives for the Great Qing. The princes' bodies of a thousand gold were for holding power, for ruling the world. How could they sacrifice themselves in vain in an assassination?

The princes believed they should rely on the Bannermen of Beijing City. Among so many Bannermen, how could there be no men willing to serve the court? Some princes and nobles put this idea into practice.

Yuan Shikai's intelligence system soon received comprehensive reports and exposures from Manchu princes and nobles down to ordinary Bannermen. Yuan Big Head was very composed; he waited until the Manchu princes' efforts to seize power reached their peak. "In other words, the money was spent, the people were found, and verbal agreements were reached. But the Bannermen who got the money had no one who was truly willing to sell their lives. Seeing that this armed action was about to end without a result."

The police immediately carried out a major arrest of these people based on the information they had mastered. Liangbi, Yulang, Puwei, Zaitao, Zaize, and Tieliang were "invited" to the police headquarters. The factual evidence was laid out in front of them. Liangbi and Tieliang could still be considered tough bones; they sneered and said nothing more. The other princes were interrogated separately; they were just casually tied up, hung up, and slapped a few times. Chili water, tiger bench, branding iron, finger presses—these methods hadn't even been used yet, and the princes confessed everything like pouring beans out of a bamboo tube.

Thick stacks of confessions were taken by Yuan Shikai to Empress Dowager Longyu. Yuan Shikai and the others, with snot and tears, asked the Empress Dowager to make the decision. Empress Dowager Longyu, a young wife, didn't know what to do. After listening to Yuan Shikai's tearful complaint, the Empress Dowager was also scared to tears. Princes rebelling and failing was originally a capital crime. The Empress Dowager naturally refused to let this bunch of princes be beheaded. The problem was, if this bunch of people weren't beheaded, Yuan Shikai would probably behead Empress Dowager Longyu and the Little Emperor Xuantong in the Forbidden City.

Weeping and wailing, Empress Dowager Longyu didn't know how to solve the problem before her. Finally, it was Yuan Shikai who suggested, "The princes are purely making trouble because they have too much money. Why not establish a Royal Bank in the name of the Empress Dowager and deposit the princes' money into the bank? The accounts will be kept by the Empress Dowager, and the princes' families will be supplied with monthly money based on headcount. This money can also earn interest when lent out."

Empress Dowager Longyu simply didn't understand what kind of disposal this was, but under the coercion of Yuan Shikai and others, she was forced to agree.

Once the Empress Dowager's edict was issued, the Beiyang Army and police, who had long been carefully selected, rushed into the various princely mansions holding the edict and carried out major house raids on the major princely mansions. The commander-in-chief behind the house raiding action was Yang Du. This new capable general of Beiyang used all kinds of methods. The princes' family members were taken away separately, and the servants under them were severely tortured. The torture this time was not so polite. These carefully selected house raiding teams held the tenet of "only results, regardless of cost." From the accountants to the page boys, everyone was given twenty strokes of the killing stick first, and then the interrogation began on where the money was hidden. Yang Du received guidance from "certain channels"; the Beiyang Army had field telephones, and the hand-cranked generators quickly came in handy. The electric shock effect was quite good; many people confessed.

For those tough bones who refused to yield under electric shock, Yang Du had to use the traditional chili water, tiger bench, branding iron, and finger presses to serve them. If there were still those who were overly loyal, bamboo spikes were driven into fingers, or their family members were cruelly tortured in front of these loyal slaves.

Even so, the accountant in Prince Gong's mansion was truly a tough bone, refusing to reveal the property no matter what. As a last resort, Yang Du had to order people to let this accountant witness a scene: all the men of Prince Gong's family were stripped naked and put through various water tortures. In the pain and despair of suffocation, Prince Gong cursed the accountant, demanding he quickly hand over all accounts. The accountant, already flesh and blood flying and vaguely indistinguishable, completely despaired of such a master and bit his tongue to commit suicide.

The accountant's choice was very smart. Beiyang would not leak this kind of torture. Whether they confessed or not, the stewards among the princes' servants were all executed on the charge of "stealing from the master and colluding with bandits during the rampage of horse bandits."

This was the stratagem Chen Ke gave to Yuan Shikai. Beiyang needed money, a large amount of money. In Beijing, this bunch of princes had money; the Anglo-French Allied Forces and the Eight-Nation Alliance had robbed them twice but hadn't stripped this group of princes clean. The confessions of the princely mansions were certainly one of the channels for intelligence acquisition.

Yuan Shikai contacted the Shanxi banks. On the condition that the Beiyang Government guaranteed the rights and interests of the Shanxi banks in various places, plus the confessions of the princely mansions, he basically sorted out the assets of the princes in the banks and controlled them in his own hands.

In addition to these two paths, Chen Ke also provided metal detectors. The technological content of this thing was very limited; it was just the induction of electromagnetic coils to metal. The key was that this theoretical concept had not yet been proposed in 1909. Yuan Shikai was originally half-believing and half-doubting about this thing, until the prototype provided by Chen Ke showed considerable effectiveness, then he exchanged a large batch of telegraph wires with Chen Ke for a large batch of metal detectors. The Beiyang Army, holding long-pole detectors, conducted a thorough inspection of the princely mansions and the acquired treasury intelligence, successively discovering quite a few hiding places for gold and silver.

After this battle, the property of the princely mansions was stripped clean. Yuan Shikai used Beiyang's Bank of Communications as a background to open a "Royal Bank Account." Sixty percent of the confiscated property went into the bank, and forty percent fell into Yuan Shikai's own account. And the account books of the various princely mansions were respectfully handed over to Empress Dowager Longyu for safekeeping.

In this process, Yuan Shikai fulfilled his promise to Chen Ke. The large batches of books and documents from the princely mansions that were in excess were placed in a special warehouse, sealed, and strictly guarded. To serve as important materials for the future National Grand Library and National Archives.

A fallen phoenix is less than a chicken. First, they lost their power and position, and then they lost their wealth. And under Yuan Shikai's hoodwinking, Empress Dowager Longyu issued another edict: "Bannermen may seek their own livelihood." At the same time, the "Iron Crops" of the Eight Banners were abolished.

The Eight Banners system had long existed in name only; the only thing maintaining it was the "grain, rice, silver, and money" supply for the banner troops. Once this "Iron Crop" was abolished, the Bannerman system no longer had the foundation to continue. The Bannermen in Beijing fled in panic one after another, either running to Tianjin or running outside the pass (to Manchuria). Beijing, which used to be the base camp of the Bannermen, had few Bannermen left except for the princes imprisoned in the empty princely mansions.

After experiencing this blow, the Manchu Qing no longer had any possibility of turning over. Provincial Viceroys and Governors began to announce support for "Constitutionalism, Reform, and United Provincial Autonomy" in June 1909.

On July 1, 1909, the People's Party marched into Jiangxi on the grounds that Jiangxi Governor Wu Xun "is a royalist and a die-hard running dog of the Manchu Qing."

Also in July 1909, floods broke out in Hubei again. This time, the People's Party government led the masses to go all out for disaster relief.

By mid-August, the People's Party had conquered the entire territory of Jiangxi and Hubei, and the disaster situation in Hubei had also ended.

On September 1, 1909, Yuan Shikai announced the "Maintenance List" for various provinces. The original provincial Viceroys and Governors became "Transitional Leaders of Various Provinces with a three-year term." And various provinces sent representatives to Beijing to convene the "Constitutional Conference" according to the ratio of one representative per one hundred thousand people based on the population estimated by the Manchu Qing.

Yuan Shikai invited the four provinces controlled by the People's Party to also send representatives to attend the conference. The People's Party stated, "We will absolutely not attend any formal meeting of the Manchu Qing as formal representatives. But the People's Party will send observers to participate in this Constitutional Conference."

On October 5, 1909, the First National Constitutional Conference officially convened in Beijing.
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Contention and Reorganization (Part 4)

"Recently, some comrades have brought up an experience, calling it 'Raising silkworms on lettuce leaves is better than raising them on mulberry leaves.' The whole article is full of vague and mysterious talk. And as I see it, the reason why raising silkworms on lettuce leaves is considered excellent is actually that 'this is the method recommended by Chairman Chen, so it must be good, it is just good.'" Speaking of this, Chen Ke's tone had already become somewhat acrimonious.

"When I proposed raising silkworms on lettuce leaves, I might not have made it clear. When I was a child, raising silkworms was a biology homework assignment. At that time, there were no mulberry trees where I lived, and silkworms wouldn't eat elm leaves. Later, I heard people introduce that silkworms also eat lettuce leaves. after experimenting, I confirmed it was true; the silkworm babies ate very happily and could spin silk and form cocoons normally. Now in the base area, we lack mulberry trees. You have to let the newly planted small mulberry trees grow strong. Everyone has received basic education in botany; if you pick all the leaves off a small mulberry tree, the mulberry tree will die. If you pick a batch of leaves, the small mulberry tree won't grow fast. But we now need to export raw silk in exchange for money to buy machinery and equipment, so I suggested using the method of large-scale planting of lettuce to make up for the shortage of mulberry trees. Substituting lettuce leaves for mulberry leaves is to solve a problem, not for everyone to sing my praises!"

The several cadres of the Fengtai County Organization Department listened to Chen Ke's criticism with dark faces one by one; no one dared to utter a sound. Accompanying the fierce expansion of the base area, the problem of the shortage of cadres in the People's Party also exploded more fiercely. Within the ranks of party cadres, it was once thought that the base area would go all out to promote a large number of cadres to work in the localities. But Chairman Chen Ke not only didn't do this, but instead began to strengthen cadre training. In the newly expanded base areas, even if military control was maintained in various places, purely maintaining the status quo, construction was not fully rolled out.

It wasn't that there were no cadres who performed well in the construction of the base area. After selection by the Organization Department, nearly a thousand outstanding cadres at all levels were chosen. Chairman Chen Ke selected more than five hundred of them. These comrades were transferred to work in the newly opened territories. New cadres successively took over the positions vacated by these cadres in the old base area. But after a few months of work, problems emerged. Especially since a large batch of reports stating "raising silkworms on lettuce leaves is better than raising them on mulberry leaves" were handed up from the old base area in Fengtai County. Chen Ke, who had been inspecting and arranging work in various places, attached great importance to this matter and specially rushed back to Fengtai County to handle it.

"Comrades, we formulate policies to solve problems. Without mulberry trees, we can only use lettuce. When the lettuce is harvested, the silkworm babies eat lettuce leaves every day, and the troops and organs eat lettuce every day. As far as I know, comrades have had lettuce without any change for many days in a row; this isn't exactly done willingly. In the plain areas, we can still solve the problem through this kind of mandatory means, but planting lettuce in the mountainous areas is very terrible. There is no suitable land, and there aren't that many people to eat this lettuce. comparatively speaking, planting mulberry trees is definitely more suitable. If this method is promoted throughout the entire base area, what kind of farce is this going to cause?"

A cadre from the Organization Department said, "Chairman Chen, isn't this also a discussion..."

"Discussion is of course allowed, but the argument cannot be 'Chairman Chen said so.' Chairman Chen also said to 'Seek Truth from Facts'; how come I don't hear anyone saying this now?" Chen Ke directly refuted back with a tone like a violent storm.

The young cadres of the Organization Department all fell silent with gloomy faces. They wanted to say something, but everyone knew that saying it would definitely hurt the harmony.

Looking at this group of people, Chen Ke really felt helpless. No wonder that during the War of Liberation (Chinese Civil War), with such strong capabilities and so many loyal and reliable cadres, the Party still encountered quite a few problems after liberation. During the War of Liberation, accompanied by the fierce expansion of territory, the original cadres were simply not enough. A large number of unqualified cadres entered the revolutionary ranks, creating a pile of messy matters.

Now, the experienced "old cadres" of the base area had all been substantiated to the frontline grassroots. Chen Ke once thought that the cadres left in the rear could do their jobs well according to the rules set before, so that the comrades working in the toughest frontline grassroots could have no worries about the rear. Facts proved that Chen Ke was really too idealistic.

Chen Ke could probably guess the reason the cadres of the Organization Department didn't dare to speak out. Wasn't it just fear of losing face when criticized and educated? Moreover, this matter also involved "Chairman Chen." In case someone took a chicken feather as a warrant arrow (treated a trivial order as a serious command) and used "lèse-majesté" as an excuse to refute, the Organization Department was now a group of young cadres; they really found it hard to speak up.

This was the so-called "bureaucratic style," right? Chen Ke thought very skeptically. At this moment, Chen Ke finally understood what was meant by "elite forces all sent out, fire breaking out in the backyard."

Calming his emotions slightly, Chen Ke said, "Let this group of comrades conduct a self-criticism. In addition, I want to ask, what has the Party Committee been doing? Was such a conclusion discussed collectively by the Party Committee? Or did some people just slap their heads and come up with it for me?"

After saying this, Chen Ke also felt very dejected. Actually, this should be under the jurisdiction of the Discipline Inspection Commission, but the Discipline Inspection Commission was also filled with a group of young comrades, and the ones who picked out this matter were also comrades from the Discipline Inspection Commission.

"This is still because there is too little labor!" Chen Ke left this sentence behind and let the comrades of the Organization Department hurry to handle the matter.

Chen Ke was originally full of anger, but he quickly regained a certain degree of calm. This was still due to too little labor, especially too little social labor. How did capitalist countries become more powerful than the Manchu Qing? To put it plainly, the total amount of per capita participation in social labor was greater than in China. When capitalism destroyed feudalism, those labor forces originally constrained under feudal lords entered a broader society. After feudal lords and landlords transformed into capitalists, they also had to intervene in more social labor.

The capitalist system "cares not for people, believes not in gods." It completely decides who is the victor and who is the loser through the bloody slaughter of quantified capital. Regardless of what individual will is, if one cannot have sufficient understanding of society and science, one will fail in the competition. If these cadres were sericulture capitalists, beat them to death and they wouldn't think that "raising silkworms on lettuce leaves is better than raising them on mulberry leaves." Because this is destined to fail in competition.

"Seek Truth from Facts" is talked about every day and every year in the People's Party. It definitely cannot be said that it hasn't been said, but to make the cadres open their eyes to face reality, it seems that it hasn't been talked about enough yet. For the socialist system to defeat the capitalist system, it is truly an incomparably arduous task. The selection and training of cadres, the perfection of the organization, this is a matter that requires great effort.

Rectification is definitely not that simple; this must be a systematic job. Suppressing the impulse to rectify fiercely in Fengtai County, Chen Ke set off for Anqing to participate in commercial negotiations with the foreign devils.

Ever since the base area formed a tacit understanding of "maintaining the status quo" with the foreign devils, the People's Party began to do business with the foreigners. There were not many bulk commodities the base area could trade, mainly raw silk, tea, pig bristles, and cigarettes. With the recovery of trade lines, Anqing became a bustling treaty port again. Because the People's Party reached a tacit understanding with the foreign devils, after the People's Party seized Wuhu, the base area's bulk commodities went along the water route through Chaohu Lake, then down the river directly to Wuhu for trade.

Trade revenue seemed to be quite a lot, but compared to the People's Party's imports, it appeared extremely insufficient. Whether it was the Wuhan Consular Corps or the Shanghai Consular Corps, it was the first time in China they saw a Chinese leader explicitly propose "expanding trade volume on the basis of trade balance." Chen Ke clearly expressed to the foreign consular corps and merchant groups that the People's Party had no intention of engaging in a trade surplus. Of course, they also didn't have the courage to borrow large foreign debts. The People's Party was willing to work with foreign countries to promote a trade model of exchanging bulk raw materials for mechanical equipment.

Such an enlightened local leader really surprised the foreign devils. Of course, they also looked down on Chen Ke, this rebel leader, and the merchants just wanted to scam Chen Ke. Chen Ke's understanding of this era was limited to World War I. However, economic crises broke out frequently before WWI, and Chen Ke knew a little bit about that. If not for these frequent economic crises, there would have been no internal driving force for WWI to break out.

For the quotes from the foreign devils, Chen Ke directly slashed the price to one-third. Merchants from established capitalist countries like Britain, France, and Germany naturally wouldn't be threatened by a rebel leader. But the United States, this shit-stirring stick of the early 20th century, saw unlimited business opportunities.

As soon as he arrived in Anqing, the trade representative of the American merchant group was already waiting there in advance. But Chen Ke didn't go to see the American representative first; instead, he went to see the British representative as agreed. What the base area needed most now was iron farm tools. So far, iron farm tools had always been one of the biggest factors for farmers to join cooperatives. The four provinces of the base area added together had more than fifty million people. Calculating conservatively, that was five million households. Each household needed six catties of iron farm tools; that was thirty million catties of iron. The iron farm tools needed by various farms in the base area were no less than the civilian demand. In other words, just the first round of popularization of iron farm tools required thirty thousand tons of iron.

The base area was preparing to build railways and open mines, and the manufacturing of hot-bulb internal combustion engines was basically on track. Compared to Hanyang Iron Works' current annual output of 80,000 tons, the demand was far from being met.

Since expanding production was imperative, the first big deal had to be done with the British.

The British representative had a face full of the flavor of the British Empire, which is to say, that kind of poker face putting on airs that they once mocked Manchu officials for. Chen Ke also became serious. Matters discussing money were very serious. A price difference of hundreds of thousands of taels of silver; any fluctuation up or down was a large sum of hard-earned money for the base area.

The negotiating representatives who came along were Qin Tongren and Wang Bin from Shanghai. Wang Bin had been in a German trading firm in Shanghai and knew various prices very well. Originally, he could only help the People's Party purchase small mechanical equipment in Shanghai. Not long ago, Chen Ke let You Gou go to Shanghai specifically to persuade Wang Bin to formally join the People's Party. Wang Bin and Chen Ke were old acquaintances, having cooperated with the People's Party since 1905. Discerning people could now see that the legalization of the People's Party was only a matter of time. Wang Bin readily and formally defected to the People's Party. You Gou served as Wang Bin's introducer, and now Comrade Wang Bin was a probationary member of the People's Party.

When the talks began, the British representative unexpectedly mentioned something no one had thought of. "Mr. Chen Ke, do you know the Nobel Prize?"

"That Swedish Nobel Prize?" Chen Ke asked.

At such rich knowledge, a trace of surprise finally appeared on the British representative's face. "Yes, that's the one. The Swedish Embassy entrusted us to find you. Congratulations to you and Mr. Ehrlich of Germany for jointly winning the 1908 Nobel Prize in Physiology or Medicine."

"Huh?" Chen Ke never expected such a thing to happen. He was actually stunned.

In 1905, in order to make money, Chen Ke copied Ehrlich's historical contribution and took the lead in producing "606" and "914." Chen Ke was alone and weak at the time; in order to save his life, he published the molecular formula and simple synthesis method in Shanghai newspapers. This detailed information also traveled to Europe with the traffic between China and Europe and America. In these years, syphilis was rampant, and this drug immediately caused a huge sensation in Europe and the United States.

Chen Ke was a Chinese man, so initially, this research was subject to quite a bit of questioning. European universities couldn't possibly spend too much energy finding Chen Ke, who was ten thousand miles away. And Chen Ke had already gone to Anhui for the revolution at that time, leaving no trace. There was not just one or two scientists in Europe who wanted to claim this result for themselves. But Chen Ke had made his research results public; newspapers and other printed materials were all there. The molecular formulas and equations were very complete. Those foreign scholars who wanted to overturn this concept all failed to justify themselves.

In the end, it was Ehrlich who conducted systematic research on Chen Ke's results and proved that the drugs Chen Ke produced were actually two types, "606" and "914." Plus, Ehrlich's "side-chain theory" was also confirmed. The Nobel Foundation in Sweden then let Chen Ke and Ehrlich share the 1908 Nobel Prize in Physiology or Medicine.

The British representative didn't know too much about this either and could only recount it roughly. The Nobel Prize wasn't as famous a prize back then as it was in later generations. After explaining, the British representative told Chen Ke that since Chen Ke was absent, it was impossible to award him the prize again. The Nobel Foundation entrusted the Swedish Embassy to find Chen Ke, and the future medal, certificate, and prize money would all be sent to him.

Chen Ke was originally a "thief," so this stolen honor didn't make Chen Ke very excited. What he cared about was the prize money.

"If the contract is settled, can I request that this prize money be remitted to the UK?" Chen Ke asked.

The British representative never expected that this rebel leader-cum-scientist before him would say such words. After a pause, he answered, "That is of course no problem."

"Then let's finish discussing the issue of this factory expansion before talking about other things." Chen Ke laughed.

The Manchu Qing invested five million taels of silver to set up the Hanyang Iron Works back then. Chen Ke wanted to expand the steel plant; this wasn't simply duplicating one. Instead, it was a targeted expansion of many production departments of Hanyang Iron Works. The types of equipment required were numerous, and the thick list of requirements had already been shown to the British.

Perhaps the Nobel Prize proved that Chen Ke was a scholar; the British representative was really much more polite this time. The price was also lowered a bit. At least the prices of the core reverberatory furnaces were significantly reduced. Factories stress "matching." The defect of the Manchu Qing in doing industry lay in having no concept of "matching." Equipment couldn't be used for thousands of generations; it had to be replaced after its service life ended. If not replaced, problems would occur.

The leaders of the base area's industrial department had always worshipped Chen Ke very much precisely because Chen Ke instilled the concept of the "industrial chain" into everyone. Everyone finally understood what a complex industrial chain the coal-iron complex actually was.

After reaching a preliminary consensus with the British on core equipment, Chen Ke consulted with the American representative. The evaluation of American goods in the world market in 1909 was similar to the evaluation of Chinese goods in the world market a hundred years later: low quality and low price.

It seemed the American representative also knew about Chen Ke winning the Nobel Prize. After expressing his congratulations to Chen Ke, the American representative wanted to see what exactly Chen Ke prepared to purchase from the United States.

"If I asked you to provide a set of factory equipment similar to Hanyang Iron Works, how would you quote?" Chen Ke's question was straightforward.

The American representative swallowed a mouthful of saliva. A single order of several million taels of silver was a sky-high big order for the United States. The British method of monopolizing the world market was that if a country worked hard to build industry itself, the British could provide a full set of equipment and even technical support. But if a country wanted to intervene in the world market and use products to compete freely with British goods, then the British would step in to block it. The Americans proposed that the great powers share interests in China through the "Open Door Policy" just hoping to get a share of the pie in the big market of China.

The impact of cheap American goods directly triggered China's strong resistance against foreign goods, and the Americans also had a headache. Now that such a huge pie was about to fall, the American representative's eyes immediately became as sharp as a bald eagle seeing prey.

"Mr. Chen, I cannot help but remind you that you strongly demanded trade balance." The American representative's words had significant warning meaning.

Chen Ke knew very well that what the American representative actually wanted to ask was "Does the base area have that much money?" His answer was equally clear, "This is a very big business deal, so we will also try our best to improve our export capacity for bulk commodities. On this point, our side's attitude has never changed."

"We think you need other, more numerous factories and equipment. This investment now is really a bit too large. Everyone knows that your side needs to expand the production scale of Hanyang Iron Works..." The American representative persuaded.

"Hehe, the industrial standards adopted by your country after its founding are different from other countries. If I purchase matching products from your country on the basis of the existing industry, even the screws won't fit. The steel plant we want to build this time may not necessarily be located in Hanyang. Introducing a complete set of equipment from your country, don't you think this is beneficial to everyone? Moreover, after this factory is built, we have an even bigger technical cooperation we want to conduct with your side. If there isn't this cooperation, I don't think your side will easily believe me when I speak empty words about future cooperation."

"What cooperation exactly?" The American representative became interested.

"Chemical industry requiring high-temperature and high-pressure equipment. I can only say this much for now." Chen Ke laughed. He wanted to cooperate with the Americans on synthetic ammonia development. The importance of synthetic ammonia to China didn't need to be emphasized at all. This wasn't just a fertilizer issue; once WWI, this terrible industrialized war, started a few years later, the demand for explosives would be massive. The reason the British thought the German krauts wouldn't last long before WWI was that the British thought the Germans couldn't get enough gunpowder. As a result, the Germans developed synthetic ammonia and completely solved the source of nitro-explosives. Instead, it was the British and French who had problems with their gunpowder supply.

However, high-temperature and high-pressure equipment could only be relied upon via imports. Rather than letting Britain and France know this secret, it was better to cooperate with the shit-stirring stick, the Americans. The initial synthetic ammonia production line had no concept of catalysts, and Chen Ke didn't want to leak this secret at all. After using effective catalysts, Chen Ke's synthetic ammonia equipment could operate at much lower temperatures and pressures; he had even thought of how to set a trap for the Americans.

"Mr. Chen, is this big plan of yours a spur-of-the-moment idea? Or are you really prepared to do it?" Although the American representative didn't know Chen Ke's plan for the future, he had great sensitivity to the problems currently faced.

Chen Ke laughed, "We are about to start building railways. Whether it's rails or trains, a lot of equipment needs to be purchased. But we have no money, nor do we have any assets that can be mortgaged. The quality of the things we build ourselves is indeed not as good as your country's, but the good thing is we don't have to spend hard currency to import them. When we have money in the future, we will naturally expand foreign imports. At this stage, we can only invest money in limited fields."

The American representative naturally didn't understand the concept of "concentrating forces to do big things" of this socialist country, but the People's Party, being rebels, definitely had no money. Chen Ke's solid trade balance was not some commercial evil deed. The direction of the negotiation immediately tilted towards this big order.
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Contention and Reorganization (Part 5)

The news of the Nobel Prize soon spread in China. Foreigners viewed this matter from the perspective of a "marvel." That a Chinese person proved his strength in the scientific community with irrefutable performance was indeed a magical thing in the world of 1909. Most people thought Chen Ke was just lucky, but more people were full of interest in Chen Ke's background. Chen Ke's proficient application of various chemical equations was enough to prove that he had received higher education in European or American universities. But such a person remained nameless and even ended up becoming a rebel leader. This unintentionally shaped Chen Ke's image in European and American countries into that of a "Modern Robin Hood."

American reporters had immense interest in Chen Ke. In the vast quantity of weirdly shaped glass vessels reaching straight to the roof, various colorful unknown liquids boiled and flowed. A chemist who doubled as a rebel leader narrowed his slender eyes in this magical, nightmare-like laboratory, creating various inconceivable whims in his mind. This perfectly fit the American imagination of the mysterious East.

John Fleming was one such person who hoped to report on such a Chinese leader, Chen Ke, to American readers. It was October when he disembarked in Tianjin. Reporter Fleming knew that China had convened the First Constitutional Conference, which was a big event. Moreover, Fleming believed that Chen Ke was extremely likely to appear at this conference. So he plunged headlong into the interview.

"...Chinese people, especially Chinese officials, seem to have a natural opposition to news since birth. The Constitutional Conference was supposed to be public, but all officials remained silent about it, as if everyone was hiding an unparalleled secret. Towards reporters, they all adopted an attitude of avoiding them like the plague. Not only the officials, but the gentlemen councilors sent by various provinces also acted the same way. I very much doubt whether, after drafting the constitution, they will also hide it deeply in an underground vault and never show it to others..."

"...Although the People's Party are rebels, they still sent their own representatives to attend the conference. This representative conference is based on the ratio of one person elected per one hundred thousand people. It is generally estimated that the population in the areas controlled by the People's Party is between thirty and forty million. This exceeds one-third of the total population of the United States today. The People's Party delegation, which should have had thirty representatives, has only three observers. The backgrounds of the three representatives are very surprising; they were all once officials of the Manchu Qing, even very important officials. Mr. Yan Fu was the dean of China's earliest naval academy—the Beiyang Naval Academy—for a full twenty years. Mr. Feng Xu was once a local high official in Anhui, equivalent to a state treasurer in the United States. Mr. Shang Yuan was once a subordinate of Mr. Feng Xu and served as the highest local administrative official in the area where the People's Party first raised the banner of rebellion. The People's Party sending these three people here is likely to show that they..."

"...Almost all officials and councilors showed great fear towards the three representatives of the People's Party. And the Manchu Qing Cabinet officially announced on the day the People's Party representatives arrived in Beijing that the family of the People's Party leader Chen Ke's father-in-law would be released. These people were thrown into prison by order of the late Empress Dowager Cixi because they were family members of rebels. It is said that the order to execute them had already been issued at the time, but due to the accidental death of Empress Dowager Cixi, these orders were not passed on to the executioner, so they were able to save their lives. This is really a very unfortunate yet very lucky family..."

"...The parliamentary meeting does not allow observers. No matter how one applies and seeks help, one cannot get the opportunity..."

When the Constitutional Conference began, everyone had to kowtow in the direction of the Imperial Palace. Yan Fu, Feng Xu, and Shang Yuan sat ostentatiously in their seats, looking at the group of people kneeling and kowtowing around them. This situation was truly embarrassing. Yuan Shikai, who presided over the meeting, regretted it at the time. But when planning the opening of the parliament, despite careful planning, he just forgot the fact that the People's Party could not possibly kowtow. Now no one dared to drive the People's Party representatives out. Yuan Shikai was broad-minded after all; he didn't care how these representatives would view this matter. Anyway, Yuan Shikai had carried the black pot (taken the blame) many times. Chen Ke was the person Yuan Shikai had met who could best consider Yuan Shikai's interests. To carry such a small black pot, Yuan Shikai was willing.

As the group of councilors crawled up from the ground, they saw the three People's Party representatives sitting in their seats with cold faces, looking down on the councilors like emperors. A feeling of shame and anger immediately arose in everyone's hearts. These three people were all former subjects of the Manchu Qing. Yan Fu and Feng Xu went without saying; their status was originally quite high, and their learning was well-known to all; most councilors couldn't compare to them. Shang Yuan was a county magistrate in his thirties, usually nameless. Which of those who came to attend the National Constitutional Conference wasn't a high official or a famous scholar? Now their limelight was overshadowed by Shang Yuan. Every councilor participating in the meeting held a burst of anger in their hearts.

No matter how they usually preyed on the common people and ordered them around, a sentence almost emerged in every councilor's heart at this moment: "He who steals a hook is executed; he who steals a country becomes a prince."

When the councilors sat down, Yuan Shikai took the stage and began to speak, "Everyone, I have long wanted to invite everyone to come to Beijing to discuss the state affairs of constitutionalism like this. I have been the Minister of Beiyang, the Viceroy of Zhili, and have also walked in the Grand Council. Every time I talked about local affairs with the gentlemen from the localities, all I heard were complaints. As soon as they spoke, they said that the crowd in the capital didn't know how hard and difficult it was in the localities. When talking about this, gentlemen, you were all ambitious, thinking that if you could be the masters in the localities, you would definitely make the localities flourish. I thought, it would be great if the Imperial Court could let you gentlemen do it freely. Now that the Cabinet is established, I feel that as the Vice Prime Minister of this Cabinet, I must do something for everyone. This United Provincial Autonomy fits exactly with your wishes..."

Although everyone knew that they came to talk about United Provincial Autonomy this time, the representatives always felt unsure in their hearts. No one could figure out what exactly United Provincial Autonomy was about. Yuan Shikai talked about the problem so straightforwardly, without threats or coercion. Even with the small disturbance of the People's Party representatives not kowtowing, all representatives felt very satisfied.

Except for the representatives of the provinces in the Beiyang clique, most representatives of other provinces had only met Yuan Shikai and had no experience of working under him. Dealings in officialdom were all about superficiality; everyone had only heard that Yuan Shikai was shrewd and capable, but none had personally experienced Yuan Shikai's true ability. Now listening to Yuan Shikai spend more than an hour clearly and concisely explaining the concept, basic methods, and layout of this United Provincial Autonomy, the councilors admired Yuan Shikai's talent to the point of prostrating themselves. Leaving aside whether United Provincial Autonomy was good or not, just this cognition and layout, the representatives from various places asked themselves and felt ashamed of their inferiority. No wonder when mentioning famous ministers of the world, "Beiyang Yuan" was recommended first. Just listening to this account, everyone believed that this Beiyang Yuan Shikai was indeed a peerless scholar of the state.

Seeing that Yuan Shikai was so fully prepared and his attitude was so tough, while the representatives of various provinces admired him, a strong sense of unease also arose in their hearts.

As soon as Yuan Shikai finished speaking, the representatives of the Beiyang clique applauded first, and the representatives of other provinces, whether sincere or fake, also followed with enthusiastic applause.

The People's Party representatives listened seriously from beginning to end, and finally applauded symbolically to join the fun.

When everyone's applause died down, Yuan Shikai continued, "For this Constitutional Conference, the Cabinet will first come up with a constitution; the provinces will discuss it themselves. After the discussion, representatives from various provinces will go up to speak. After all the speeches are finished, we will vote on each article of the constitution. Of course, we will first vote on this process. Representatives from various provinces can go to their own lounges to discuss first."

The People's Party had very few people, and the meeting room was not big. The guards firmly guarded the door outside, and the three representatives then began to discuss in low voices.

"It seems Yuan Shikai really completely adopted Chairman Chen's suggestions," Feng Xu said first.

Yuan Shikai seemed very interested in utilizing Chen Ke's intellect. Before this meeting convened, Yuan Shikai specially sent someone to the base area to seek advice from Chen Ke. Chen Ke wrote a relatively detailed proposal for Yuan Shikai. All three representatives had seen it; for every future step of Yuan Shikai, Chen Ke proposed various methods of response and choice. The reasons and purposes of many strategies were marked very clearly.

What Yuan Shikai just recounted was a set of routes he chose and combined himself.

Shang Yuan said in a deep voice, "It seems Yuan Shikai has chosen the economy-focused route."

"There's no helping it; Yuan Shikai lacks money." Feng Xu was the Provincial Administration Commissioner, in charge of finance and accounting. He was clearest about Yuan Shikai's choice. "The year before last, the Manchu Qing's revenue was eighty million taels, and expenditure was as high as one hundred million taels. I'm afraid last year and this year were even worse than the year before last. Even if Yuan Shikai scraped the Imperial Clan and the Imperial Household, how much money could there be? At most thirty million taels. Many are antiques that cannot be sold. In prosperous times, people collect antiques; Chairman Chen said it very clearly. Everyone knows Yuan Shikai has antiques in his hands and thinks about buying a batch at a low price. In such chaotic times, where would rich people be willing to spend money to buy these things?"

Hearing this, Shang Yuan couldn't help but snort coldly, "Beiyang certainly can't afford to fight a war, but up to now, I am still very uneasy. Beiyang is originally a broken ship, full of holes. Too many lice don't itch, too much debt doesn't worry; they can just maintain their lingering existence. They certainly can't afford to fight, but he will definitely calculate deliberately to deal with us. On the contrary, we are engaging in industrial construction in the base area on a large scale; once a loophole is attacked, our losses will be much greater. So why push for United Provincial Autonomy so anxiously? Chairman Chen's words make sense; if there is no strong central government, it will definitely turn into a situation of warlord melee. But letting these people gather together, our People's Party will be the target of public criticism and will definitely be constrained everywhere."

Yan Fu and Feng Xu remained silent after hearing this. Comrades holding this attitude were not a minority within the party. Chen Ke once strongly emphasized the significance of strategic initiative; opening up the Shandong Base Area was an important link in striving for strategic initiative. As the vanguard, Shang Yuan undertook the most proactive work. In the process of giving the Manchu Qing the final military blow, the Shandong Base Area contributed greatly. Up to now, it had always been the People's Party striking others first; there had never been any strategic passivity. It was no wonder Shang Yuan couldn't accept such a direction.

After a moment of silence, Feng Xu couldn't help but say, "Secretary Shang, once the soldiers move, who knows where it will end. Fighting a civil war like this is not a good thing after all. Even if the People's Party is brave and good at fighting, we don't have the ability to conquer the whole of China now. As the saying goes, short pain is better than long pain. Anyway, we have to fight in the end; why be anxious for a moment?"

Yan Fu nodded slightly after hearing this. He knew very well that Chen Ke had never planned to give up military struggle. But the gap between the People's Party and industrial countries like Europe and America was really too big. Chen Ke tried to build a sufficient industrial system first; Yan Fu thought this was the right path. The comrades in the party had not truly fought against the European and American powers, so they didn't understand what that kind of large-scale powerful war looked like. Luring the enemy in deep and strengthening the walls and clearing the fields were indeed good strategies. But as Chen Ke said, that was a policy adopted when facing unavoidable reality. Before the war, one should avoid the occurrence of unfavorable situations to the greatest extent. The two were not in conflict originally.

It was just that a series of military victories by the People's Party made these worries look like "unfounded fears." Moreover, with the strategic initiative now mastered by the People's Party, it still seemed unbreakable in China. Yan Fu didn't want to criticize Shang Yuan; he himself couldn't completely understand Chen Ke's strategy. When comrades tried to understand what had already happened and tried to experience and summarize what had already happened, Chen Ke was already standing in a farther place telling everyone that there was a new world here. This strong sense of incongruity made Yan Fu himself unwilling to comment much.

After the allotted time for provincial meetings ended, the first round of voting officially began.

The first to take the stage was the Viceroy of Liangguang, Zhang Renjun. The old man was hale and hearty; he came up and started to attack the inadvisability of United Provincial Autonomy. Saying things like "causing local dignitaries to collude," "forming cliques for private gain," and "opening the door wide for those who spread fallacies to mislead the public." All these things sounded really reasonable.

However, this speech itself was inevitably thousands of miles off-topic. Yuan Shikai asked everyone to discuss the "meeting process," which meant setting the rules of the game first. Zhang Renjun's speech completely disregarded the establishment of rules and instead launched a fierce attack on the plan proposed by Yuan Shikai.

Yuan Shikai listened seriously, but among the Beiyang representatives, some low-status councilors couldn't help but boo. When Zhang Renjun finally finished speaking with difficulty, the second to rush onto the stage was Jiangsu Governor Wang Youhong. Wang Youhong first clearly expressed his support for Yuan Shikai's United Provincial Autonomy plan. The Beiyang representatives were quiet, but the representatives of other provinces began to clamor. The noise was so loud that Wang Youhong even forgot about the issue of voting on the rules.

When it was the turn of the fourth person, Hunan Governor Cen Chunming, he finally managed to put forward his views on the voting regulations. Cen Chunming was Cen Chunxuan's younger brother and also one of Yuan Shikai's political enemies. He questioned the fact that all provincial representatives had voting rights. The reason seemed sufficient: "Since it is United Provincial Autonomy, the attitude of each province should be unified. Otherwise, what is the use of this United Provincial Autonomy?"

Everyone in the meeting hall was a shrewd person; everyone knew that Cen Chunming was fighting back against Yuan Shikai's difficulties. Among the Hunan representatives this time, quite a few were Yuan Shikai's people. In fact, not only Hunan representatives, but many provinces had people who were politically inclined towards Yuan Shikai.

Provincial councilors generally knew or had heard of the parliamentary principle of "minority obeying majority." Knowing or hearing about it was one thing, but all councilors had an instinctive aversion to this rule. Those among them with high status and power all believed that their status inherently possessed dominant power. Minority obeying majority was something people below might do, but as the upper class, they shouldn't accept this system. As for councilors with lower official positions, they naturally believed that their one vote should be the critical vote. If their vote wasn't critical, then what were they voting for?

This mentality was directly reflected in the voting. Under Yuan Shikai's strong stance, if he really wanted to push for legislation, relying solely on numbers, Yuan Shikai could really get a simple majority. However, of the twenty-four provinces in the world, three had already gone to the People's Party, and the princes of Inner and Outer Mongolia did not attend. Of the remaining nineteen provinces, Yuan Shikai only occupied nine. If the remaining ten provinces united, overthrowing Yuan Shikai's cabinet wasn't very realistic, but this meeting had the full ability to force Yuan Shikai to make huge concessions.

Listening to the people on stage expressing their attitudes one by one, Yuan Shikai appeared calm and composed on the surface, but in his heart, herds of alpacas (grass-mud horses) were galloping. Chen Ke had long warned Yuan Shikai of the possibility of this situation. Yuan Shikai felt that the Viceroys and Governors should be sensible after all; asking for exorbitant prices was unavoidable, but surely it wouldn't turn into such chaos. If things went according to the Viceroys' and Governors' methods, Yuan Shikai would have spent so much mental effort only to prepare a dish for others. At least the local Viceroys and Governors could definitely blackmail Yuan Shikai severely once.

It seems the provincial assembly system must be implemented. Yuan Shikai couldn't help but sigh in his heart. As an old-style politician, Yuan Shikai was more accustomed to the Manchu Qing model where great power was held in hand, and those below must obey a word from above. But this required a national regime. When Cixi was alive, through decades of accumulation, she could finally manage personnel issues. But this completely failed to get things done. Yuan Shikai started by getting things done; although he could guarantee his political achievements, he lacked this legitimacy of holding sole power. In comparison, if the provinces had assemblies, Yuan Shikai would have more tricks to play. The Beiyang provinces would naturally be submissive. The People's Party simply couldn't form an advantage in the assemblies, and since both sides had an alliance, presumably Chen Ke was not a person who didn't understand the general situation. As for other provinces, they could all be won over by Yuan Shikai's clever operations.

The core of United Provincial Autonomy was for the assembly to meet once a year to vote on some seemingly grand issues, such as laws. The President and Prime Minister elections would be every five years, and cabinet members would be arranged by the Prime Minister. For such a meeting, it was just a matter of the intensity of bribery; Yuan Shikai was confident of winning. So no matter what, he had to get the provinces to set up their own assembly systems. If there were no assemblies, the provincial Viceroys and Governors would definitely oppose him to the end.

Speeches continued one after another; everyone spoke at length, and they didn't finish until the afternoon. The parliament temporarily ended the day's meeting and would continue the next day.

As soon as the councilors went out the door, a group of reporters from various newspapers and a group of foreign devil reporters rushed up with cameras attempting to interview the councilors. The military police hurriedly pushed the reporters away and let the councilors get on the transfer carriages.

"Yuan Shikai's days are not easy," Shang Yuan said happily.

Yan Fu and Feng Xu both smiled bitterly. Inside the carriage were their own people, and with guards protecting the outside, it was actually a good place for conversation.

"Chairman Chen mentioned this matter long ago in his letter to Yuan Shikai. It seems Yuan Shikai still listened to the advice," Yan Fu replied.

"With just this one method, I think we won't be able to return to the base area in the short term." Feng Xu had sufficient cognition of the arduousness of parliamentary struggle.

Shang Yuan said with a mocking sneer, "We came here just to watch. No matter how hostile Yuan Shikai and the local Viceroys and Governors are, they are consistent in dealing with our People's Party. Let's just follow the plan and watch the situation develop properly. Anyway, with every passing day, our strength grows a little stronger. They can talk for ten or eight years. I think that's not bad either."

Hearing this, Yan Fu and Feng Xu also smiled helplessly. Ten or eight years might be a bit exaggerated. But talking for a month or two without results wasn't alarmist talk.

"Gentlemen, entering Beijing this time, Chairman Chen asked me to send his regards to my teacher, Mr. Li Hongqi. I will visit Mr. Li tonight." Shang Yuan made a rather personal request. The observation group had its own discipline; this visit had been mentioned long ago, so Yan Fu and Feng Xu agreed.

It was still that ordinary alley, still that ordinary courtyard house. Not long after Shang Yuan brought the guard to knock on the door, Mr. Li Hongqi opened the door himself. Compared to leaving Beijing four years ago, Mr. Li Hongqi didn't look much changed; he still wore those ordinary clothes, and the courtyard was still tidy.

Letting the guard watch the door, Shang Yuan supported his mentor into the wing room. With an agitated heart, Shang Yuan wanted to earnestly kowtow to his teacher, but he couldn't kneel down no matter what. He used a military salute to express his respect to Teacher Li Hongqi. After seeing his beloved disciple pay respects to him, Li Hongqi stepped forward to pull Shang Yuan and let him sit down. Looking his disciple up and down, Li Hongqi then asked, "Wangshan, I saw the things you asked someone to send a few days ago. You said you were extremely confused, but I don't know where the confusion lies?"

"Since we want revolution, it means changing the Mandate of Heaven. We should advocate revolutionary concepts to conform to the Mandate of Heaven with people's hearts. But what Wenqing (Chen Ke) told me in private is very different. I am greatly puzzled. Having this opportunity this time, I ask for Teacher's guidance." Shang Yuan spoke very urgently.

"What Wenqing said is still that set of your People's Party. From the perspective of a Confucian disciple like me, it's just changing 'gentleman' (Junzi) to 'laborer.' As I see it, I'm afraid you see Wenqing as Fan Chi. I actually feel that compared to Wenqing, you are Fan Chi."

Shang Yuan knew that his teacher was citing the example from the *Analects - Zilu*.

Fan Chi asked to learn farming. Confucius said: "I am not as good as an old farmer."

He asked to learn gardening. Said: "I am not as good as an old gardener."

After Fan Chi left. Confucius said: "Fan Chi is truly a petty man! If superior officials value ritual, the masses will not dare to be disrespectful; if superior officials value righteousness, the masses will not dare to be disobedient; if superior officials value trustworthiness, the masses will not dare to be dishonest. If one can do this, then the common people of the world will come to you with their children strapped to their backs. What need is there for you to farm this little bit of crops?!"

Shang Yuan never expected that his teacher would criticize him just like Chen Ke. He hurriedly explained, "Teacher, I don't oppose labor..."

"If you don't oppose labor, then work. What is there to say?" Li Hongqi interrupted Shang Yuan immediately. "Wenqing made it clear in his letter to you that management is just a link in labor. As long as one is a laborer, there is no distinction between high and low. This really makes me marvel greatly. The rule of the Three Dynasties was nothing more than this."

Hearing this, Shang Yuan felt a shiver in his heart. His teacher was really too keen; one sentence pierced through the point deep in his heart that he was least willing to mention but most opposed to Chen Ke. That was "Distinction between upper and lower, order between noble and base."

Seeing Shang Yuan silent, Li Hongqi couldn't help but sigh lightly. "Wangshan, you know me; I have never liked saying the ancient is not as good as the present. Even if ancient Confucianism has now degenerated into rotten Confucianism, I only feel that the fate of the Confucian school has ended. But when mentioning the rule of the Three Dynasties, I feel it is absolutely correct. Wangshan, stretch out your hand and let me see."

Not knowing what his teacher meant, Shang Yuan stretched out his hand. It was a palm once accustomed to holding a pen; the skin was once delicate and smooth, but now because of participating in quite a bit of labor, it had become rough.

"These calluses are not enough," Li Hongqi laughed. "I heard that you managed water and relieved disaster in Anhui and Hubei. Although I worried about you and Wenqing, I was truly proud of you in my heart. In the time of Great Yu, let's not mention him passing his house three times without entering. Great Yu wore tattered clothes, ate coarse food, lived in simple mat sheds, and personally held the spade and hoe every day, taking the lead in doing the hardest and dirtiest work. After a few years, the hair on his legs and arms had fallen off, his palms and soles formed thick calluses, his body was withered, and his face was dark. This was an ancient sage emperor, looking not even as good as an old farmer. Have you done as much as Great Yu? As heavy as Great Yu? You only see Wenqing commanding with composure when mobilizing the crowd, but if Wenqing hadn't worked personally, if he hadn't labored day and night on the front line, how could he know how to mobilize the crowd?"

During the Anhui floods, Chen Ke had always been on the front line, leading comrades against the wind and rain, enduring countless hardships, doing countless jobs, and experiencing countless dangers. At that time, Shang Yuan was only undertaking the work of a county magistrate in the county town. In terms of enduring hardship and working, he knew he was indeed inferior to Chen Ke. Thinking of this, Shang Yuan couldn't help but frown slightly.

"Wangshan, do you think Wenqing is a weirdo who isn't afraid of hardship?" Li Hongqi exposed Shang Yuan's thoughts with another sentence.

"Teacher..." Shang Yuan only felt that his teacher, Mr. Li Hongqi, was extremely terrifying at this moment. even his voice stuttered a bit, "You, how do you know?"

"Wenqing is not unafraid of hardship, nor does he find joy in it as described in books. If you think of Wenqing in terms of bitterness and joy, then you are wrong." Li Hongqi couldn't help but sigh again after finishing speaking. This was extremely rare for Li Hongqi. If he didn't sincerely care for his disciple, according to Li Hongqi's usual practice, he would have sent Shang Yuan away long ago.

Seeing his teacher like this, Shang Yuan hurriedly stood up and said, "Teacher, I indeed have countless doubts in my heart. Please, Teacher, instruct me."

Li Hongqi had great expectations for Shang Yuan after all. He pondered for a good while before speaking again, "Actually, what I want to say, Wenqing has already said in the letter to you. Wangshan, do you think people are divided into high and low, noble and base?"

"This..., Teacher, I think there are."

"The difference between you and Wenqing lies in the fact that Wenqing does not believe people are divided into high and low, noble and base. He truly believes that labor created man himself. If one cannot do the right thing, it is only because one hasn't labored enough. I know why you don't believe it, because there really are some people who actually don't love labor and really don't want to believe that labor creates everything. What they want is not to work, not to labor. And in this world, seemingly there indeed are some people who don't work, don't labor, yet enjoy glory, wealth, and honor. Ask yourself, everyone wants to sit in this position, everyone wants to reap without sowing. Before, the Manchu Qing closed the door and did this themselves, and it already caused great chaos in the world. But foreigners are willing to labor, can labor, and know how to labor. As a result, they fought from thousands of miles away and plagued our China to this state. Wenqing told you clearly; foreigners plaguing China is one thing, and our own labor being inferior to foreigners is another thing. Wangshan, you used to know that reaping without sowing was wrong, but when you have the chance, you still hope that you can reap without sowing. Wenqing is afraid that after working hard to start a revolution, with so many people dying and so many battles fought, the result is overthrowing a group who reaped without sowing, only to have another batch who reap without sowing come up like taking turns dealing cards. Then wouldn't those who died in this revolution have died in vain? What he wrote to tell you has always been this one thing."

Although it wasn't winter yet, Shang Yuan's face turned pale as if he had stood in a cold night. But Li Hongqi's words did not end here. "Wangshan, do you think you are a person who is stupid beyond cure?"

Shang Yuan originally wanted to follow his teacher's meaning and say he knew he was stupid beyond cure, but he clearly knew that if he said this, he was actually telling a lie. Most importantly, his teacher would also clearly know this was a lie. After hesitating, he answered, "This..., I think I am not."

Li Hongqi nodded slightly, "I see Wenqing also said that if a matter has one hundred links, as long as one link is not done, the whole matter will definitely be unrecognizable. Just knowing what these one hundred links are from beginning to end is incomparably difficult. And after knowing these links and personally trying to do them, one will definitely find oneself stupid beyond cure. Of these one hundred links, there are few that one can do oneself. Ordinary people do things completely differently; everyone always takes a superficial look, finds a few links they can do, and then thinks they are right, believing that if others can match the remaining ninety-plus links, they can achieve feats unmatched by anyone. Only seeing what one can do and not seeing what one cannot do, this is true stupidity beyond cure."

Ever since the revolution, no one had ever criticized Shang Yuan so severely. But Shang Yuan began to return to normal at this time, and his expression and attitude gradually returned to normal.

Li Hongqi continued as if he didn't see it, "I've read some of Wenqing's books. His discussion on the biological and social nature of humans is indeed a penetrating insight. The biological aspect is self-centered, while the social aspect is centered on social relations. So Wenqing fiercely criticized vulgar tastes. Vulgar taste is when the biological nature has not been completely transformed within society. Being self-centered, afraid that others don't know what one has, afraid that others can't see one's superiority, afraid that one's social value is underestimated by others. But what you can really do, you know very well yourself. If you even deceive yourself, that doesn't matter. As long as things really get started, you can't deceive others. So I see that Wenqing's letter only said one thing: for you comrades of the People's Party to transform yourselves and honestly be laborers. I think this is correct, so I really don't know where exactly you are confused."

"Teacher, I feel I have done everything I should do. But I always feel there is a place different from Wenqing. If you ask me what is different, I can't say it no matter what. This is where I am confused." Shang Yuan looked at Mr. Li Hongqi with eager and anxious eyes.

"Wangshan, I underestimated you; it turns out you have already understood to this extent." Mr. Li Hongqi couldn't help laughing. "That is because all the things Wenqing does are things he ought to do. And the things you do are all things you want to do."

Regarding this statement from his teacher, Shang Yuan felt he couldn't accept it. "Teacher, why do I feel exactly the opposite?"

"That's because you don't think you are a bad person. You think you are a good person, a saint. You love evaluating yourself too much." Li Hongqi finished with a cold smile, then pointed at Shang Yuan and said, "A petty man (Xiao Ren)! That is Wangshan!"

After giving such an incomprehensible evaluation, Li Hongqi drove Shang Yuan out.

The second day's parliamentary discussion continued the style of yesterday. A group of councilors outwardly ignored the formulation of game rules and instead spoke in a vague and mysterious manner from ancient times to the present, from south to north. Literati all spoke in this wretched manner, forcibly summarizing a "truth" from things of different times, backgrounds, and methods, and then posing as "defenders of the truth." In fact, saying a thousand or ten thousand things, representatives of other provinces were all opposing the one-man-one-vote system in the parliament.

Shang Yuan's mind was full of what his teacher said yesterday, which was also vague and incomprehensible. He didn't know if he was thinking too much or for some other reason. In the end, Shang Yuan actually couldn't remember what exactly his teacher had said. That night, Shang Yuan went to visit his teacher again.

After Shang Yuan seriously informed him of the fact that "Teacher's teachings were not kept in mind at all," Mr. Li Hongqi couldn't help laughing loudly.

"It seems you didn't bear a grudge against me." Mr. Li Hongqi laughed extremely happily.

"How could I bear a grudge against Teacher?" Shang Yuan hurriedly said.

"Wangshan, what did I tell you when you left last time?" Mr. Li Hongqi asked.

"This..., I forgot." Shang Yuan answered very crisply.

Mr. Li Hongqi's memory was very good. He replied, "Last time I said, nowadays the world is cruel, perverse, and fawning; it is already in great chaos. And which change of dynasty was not like this? How to treat the tyranny, cruelty, and shamelessness of the world, how to break free from these tyrannies, cruelties, and shamelessness, and eliminate all injustice with a firm attitude, is a very difficult thing for ambitious people like you. In today's China, as soon as the Manchu Qing falls, there will be great chaos. It is destined that sorrow will fill the wild, and corpses will number in the millions. Even if you make the world more chaotic, you don't need to care. This is the fate of China; you alone absolutely cannot stop it. What you can do is to cure this great chaos, take advantage of this great chaos, sweep away chronic illnesses, and root out all injustice from the foundation."

Hearing his teacher repeat these words, Shang Yuan's expression became serious.

Li Hongqi looked at his beloved disciple and said equally seriously, "Last time Wenqing looked very confused, and you thought yourself amazing. I could only speak to that extent. Actually, everyone in the world has tyranny, cruelty, and shamelessness in their hearts. It's just that no one is willing to admit this darkness of the human heart. Anyone willing to admit it must be a down-to-earth laborer. Like Yuan Shikai and Cixi, they suffered so much and did so many things before taking power. After taking power, they used this tyranny, cruelty, and shamelessness to do things. No matter how the people of the world view them, they indeed did extraordinary things. Can you understand?"

"Teacher, I understand a little." Shang Yuan replied.

"I read the letter Wenqing wrote to you. He has already seen his own darkness, and he has found the way to overcome these tyrannies, cruelties, and shamelessness in his heart. That is to be a true laborer and live magnanimously. This tyranny turns into bravery, cruelty turns into firmness, and shamelessness turns into humility. Wangshan, you think people like Yuan Shikai and Cixi are dirty and unwilling to learn from them. Your heart is full of wanting to learn to be a brave, firm, and humble person. Learning these appearances is just superficial. Just like a monk, researching Buddhism intensively, reciting and discerning clearly, but if he doesn't harbor the thought of mercy and charity to save all living beings, even if he is well-versed in classics and eloquent in debate, what is the use?"

Hearing this, Shang Yuan felt a sudden enlightenment. But according to what his teacher said, the gap between himself and Chen Ke was like a natural chasm. This made Shang Yuan completely unable to accept it.

Li Hongqi didn't intend to let Shang Yuan have an epiphany. He continued, "So yesterday I said you are a petty man; you love evaluating yourself too much. Evaluating things, to put it plainly, is something for after death. The current thing is for everyone to live well. Whether revolution or rebellion, or even being a highwayman who blocks the road to rob, what is sought is nothing more than this. So Wenqing repeatedly said in the letter that it is not you leading the revolution, but the people needing the revolution. I think he is right. If you think Wenqing makes sense and are willing to contribute to the lives of the common people of the world, then work with Wenqing. If you are unwilling, then I advise you to seek another path early. Wenqing writing to persuade you now shows that he will definitely try hard to make all your People's Party members have a common belief in the future. If you can't do it and still force yourself to sit in your current position, the end will definitely not be good."

Shang Yuan didn't care about his teacher's prediction. He pondered for a while and asked, "Teacher, why did you say that all the things Wenqing does are things he ought to do, while the things I do are all things I want to do?"

"It is because you feel Wenqing acts bravely, firmly, and humbly. He doesn't care about others' evaluations at all. Even if the people of the world scold him, if he thinks this thing should be done this way, he will definitely do it this way. You do things to get the evaluation of being brave, firm, and humble from others. If the person you care about criticizes you, I'm afraid you won't do it."

Hearing his teacher's words, Shang Yuan wanted to speak several times but stopped. Finally, he smiled bitterly, "Teacher, I only know now that I am truly stupid beyond cure."

Hearing this, Li Hongqi laughed loudly, "If you really think so, that would be great. If you really know you are stupid beyond cure, then you will definitely study humbly and cautiously. Look, with this thought, you immediately became a humble person."

Shang Yuan originally thought his teacher was mocking him, but thinking carefully, what his teacher said was actually not wrong at all. The more one knew one was stupid beyond cure, the more one would truly become humble and cautious. So-called virtue was just such a thing. Shang Yuan found that apart from a bitter smile, he could only smile bitterly.
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Perhaps because Shang Yuan finally understood that he was "stupid beyond cure," all the pressure on his spirit was released instead. Shang Yuan used to be a picky person, seeing everyone as not conforming to morality and propriety. Now that he had put away this mindset, Shang Yuan had never felt as relaxed and comfortable as he did now. The whole world seemed to have changed into a brand new look; those shameless and despicable things, if looked at from the perspective of personal interest, also became "fresh and cute." For example, the many bizarre speeches of the councilors could even trigger a light chuckle from Shang Yuan.

Yan Fu and Feng Xu didn't know at all what good fortune Shang Yuan had encountered, but the two always maintained their dignity and refused to get to the bottom of such matters. In addition, they knew much more about the ministers in the Manchu Qing court than Shang Yuan did. The two had clearly seen that the situation had reached the edge of the dagger being revealed when the map was unrolled (the moment of confrontation).

The Viceroys and Governors of various provinces had made up their minds to absolutely oppose the "one person, one vote" voting mode for councilors. If Yuan Shikai didn't agree, they would rather pack up and go home now. The Viceroys' and Governors' idea was simple: "Anyway, you, Yuan Shikai, dare not touch us now. If you refuse to agree to our request, we will drag it out with you. If you dare to touch our official positions, then it is you, Yuan Shikai, who is treacherous."

It had to be said that this method of making full use of the rules really had the style of councilors.

Diplomatic corps of various countries had been paying attention to this stormy change in China. The magic of China made the diplomatic corps feel quite tricky. Generally speaking, rebel armies in various countries would try hard to obtain foreign support. This is a very easy thing to understand. But the People's Party, this rebel army, was exactly the opposite. Not only did they not try to obtain foreign support, but in a sense, they were still trying hard to defend China's interests. If the rebel army was willing to spend great effort to sell some things, although the foreign diplomatic corps certainly wouldn't really support them immediately, at least they would use the rebel army issue to blackmail Yuan Shikai who came to power in a hurry.

But the rebel army stuck to the bottom line, and Yuan Shikai didn't really show any movement of wanting to fight a decisive battle with the rebel army. In this seemingly profound contradiction, there was unexpectedly no room for foreigners to intervene. This really made the diplomatic corps feel very surprised.

It wasn't until more intelligence about the People's Party reached the foreign diplomatic corps that they suddenly realized that whether it was the Beiyang on stage or the People's Party off stage, they were actually all of Li Hongzhang's Beiyang lineage. The diplomatic corps quickly reached a common view: "The vigorous Chinese Civil War is just an internal struggle between the radicals and conservatives within Beiyang. In terms of dealing with foreigners, the two factions are consistent."

The foreign devils didn't understand China deeply enough, but they had sufficient understanding of various treacherous treaties. Europe had been playing this for over a hundred years. They were already certain that there must be some secret agreement between Beiyang and the People's Party. The difference between the two sides was that the People's Party resolutely demanded the Manchu Qing step down, while the Yuan Shikai Beiyang Group hoped to make final use of the Manchu Qing.

Having recognized this extent, the once relatively consistent foreign diplomatic corps immediately split. The Yuan Shikai Beiyang Group was the group foreigners trusted most in China. Supporting Yuan Shikai to come to power did not violate the interests of the powers. But the powers didn't mind adding some chaos to Yuan Shikai fiercely at this critical moment, making Yuan Shikai spit out a bit more. in the eyes of the powers, since they couldn't provoke the relationship between the "cousins" Beiyang and the People's Party, there was a lot to be done in other provinces.

The British maintained their dignity; they believed that as long as Yuan Shikai wanted to seize power, he had to satisfy the British. France had long plotted for Yunnan, Guizhou, and Guangxi. These Frenchmen, who thought themselves extremely clever, actually started to contact the representatives of Yunnan, Guizhou, and Liangguang in a high-profile manner.

Yuan Shikai was very clear about these little tricks. Actually, Japanese representatives also started to contact Yuan Shikai frequently. Using the "Anglo-Japanese Alliance" as a reason, they tried to use the tiger skin of Britain to threaten Yuan Shikai, asking Yuan Shikai to loosen his bite on interests in the Northeast. He let the Constitutional Conference "continue to discuss" and gave it the cold shoulder for a few days. He himself could also have a good rest for a few days.

Yang Du was still a bit shallow in shrewdness. Only on the second day, Yang Du ran to find Yuan Shikai in a burning hurry.

"Lord Yuan, Japan's demands absolutely cannot be agreed to." Yang Du expressed his attitude firmly.

"Why does Huchan say this?" Yuan Shikai asked with a smile.

"Lord Yuan, recently the Japanese ambassador has been visiting cabinet ministers everywhere. Even a nobody like me, they didn't let go," Yang Du said.

Yuan Shikai had no intention of looking deeply into this "black brick" (snitch/attack) from Yang Du. He laughed: "We can't close the Japanese embassy either. We can't help it if they run around. Let them run."

"Then Lord Yuan's meaning is..." Yang Du already understood that Yuan Shikai had his own plans. He asked tentatively.

Yuan Shikai sneered, "What the Imperial Court is criticized for most is forfeiting sovereignty and humiliating the country. I, Yuan Shikai, was not afraid of death back then to protect Korea. Now that I have become this Vice Prime Minister of the Cabinet, have I become afraid of death instead?"

"Then is there anything Lord Yuan wants me to do?" Yang Du hurriedly asked for orders.

"You watch those sealed documents for me! How come I heard someone wants to target those things? I will also explain clearly at the cabinet meeting tomorrow. Whoever dares to target those things, no matter who he is, I will absolutely not let them off." Mentioning those messy matters, Yuan Shikai was furious. Originally, Yuan Shikai just wanted to earn a good reputation and also give Chen Ke an explanation, so he spent great effort protecting cultural relics and books.

But the harvest brought by this matter greatly exceeded Yuan Shikai's expectations. After raiding the princes' homes, Yuan Shikai followed what Chen Ke said and announced in major newspapers across the country the establishment of the "National Archives," "National Grand Library," and "Grand Museum of China." Literati everywhere immediately rose to support Yuan Shikai. Although there were some sour remarks mixed in like "Yuan Shikai openly wants to build museums, but actually wants to enrich his private pockets," the positive evaluation accounted for the vast majority.

Quite a few literati who had never had any contact with Yuan Shikai, or even opposed Yuan Shikai, published articles publicly praising Yuan Shikai's magnificent feat of "valuing culture and revitalizing Chinese civilization." Many celebrities had already publicly or privately requested to contribute to this cultural cause.

Chen Ke had long told Yuan Shikai that the positions of the directors of the "National Archives," "National Grand Library," and "Grand Museum of China" were important jobs that could greatly win over literati. Yuan Shikai felt what Chen Ke said made sense, but really getting the support of cultural celebrities throughout the country for the first time, the excitement in Yuan Shikai's heart still greatly exceeded his own imagination.

Yang Du was also a literati and had contributed greatly to the protection of cultural relics and classics. Hearing this, he nodded repeatedly. "Don't worry, Lord Yuan, I will definitely handle this matter well."

Yuan Shikai harrumphed, "Huchan, you are a literati; you still don't understand that bunch of people down there. I will speak first tomorrow; those who should be killed must be killed. You then find a few who have gone too far, get the things back for me, and chop off the people. It won't do without killing a chicken to scare the monkeys. If you watch these things well for me, it will be a great merit. Remember?"

Sending away Yang Du, Yuan Shikai still sat straight on the sofa. He thought again of Chen Ke, who had given him many good ideas. In these few days, the British side told Yuan Shikai that Chen Ke had already started doing big business with foreigners. Yuan Shikai was not surprised at all. Chen Ke himself was a returned student, and Yan Fu was even more of a Westernization Faction member. Not doing Westernization, not spending money to buy machinery and equipment, could that still be called the Westernization Faction? If the British hadn't mentioned Chen Ke doing business, Yuan Shikai would have been worried instead. Hearing that the People's Party indeed hooked up with the British, Yuan Shikai was certain that it was even more impossible for the People's Party to cause trouble behind his back. Among all the people Yuan Shikai had met, Chen Ke possessed unparalleled ambition. More importantly, Chen Ke had the ability to put ambition into practice step by step. Yuan Shikai knew very well that Chen Ke would absolutely not put himself in the position of a chess piece. A person unwilling to be a chess piece would absolutely not play petty tricks. It wasn't that this kind of person didn't understand, but the return on petty tricks like stealing chickens and dogs was too low. Anyone who really took themselves seriously would absolutely not do this unless they were driven to a dead end.

Moreover, the British's purpose in saying this was to make Yuan Shikai feel suspicious so he would have to make concessions to the British in many places. This foreign devil thought quite well. Yuan Shikai cursed in his heart.

Determining that Chen Ke wouldn't cause trouble behind his back, Yuan Shikai's train of thought turned to other foreign devils.

Regarding France's activities, Yuan Shikai hoped these French devils would jump around even more joyfully. Beiyang didn't look up to France much. Although the Anglo-French Allied Forces invaded China twice, and France was also part of the Eight-Nation Alliance. But when really fighting, the Victory of Zhennanguan revealed the French's true form at once. If not for the British exerting strong pressure, the French definitely couldn't have taken Annam away. The Russian Hairy Bears always liked to stab in the back; if really let to take the lead alone, the Russian Hairy Bears would never stick their heads out. As for the Germans, their relationship with Beiyang had always been good. They had no intention of wading into muddy waters this time.

Since the powers wouldn't fall out, Yuan Shikai felt the pressure in his heart reduce greatly. At this time, he actually hoped to use the opportunity of the foreign devils jumping around blindly to properly tidy up that bunch of people colluding with the foreign devils.

American reporter John Fleming, who was looking for news everywhere in Beijing, received secret intelligence that French embassy personnel frequently contacted Chinese parliamentary representatives. This was absolutely big news. Reporter Fleming gritted his teeth, spent a large price to buy the intelligence, and immediately lay in ambush at the secret meeting place of the two parties. After ambush observation, this was indeed the secret meeting place of the French and the Chinese parliamentary representatives. However, the two sides never went in at the same time. Although many photos were taken secretly, there was no way to link the two sides together.

Reporter Fleming had a tougher personality than the paparazzi of later generations; he waited patiently for the opportunity. Heaven pays off the determined. One night a few days later, when the French representatives came out, Chinese councilors actually sent them out. Taking advantage of the moment the two sides were talking, Reporter Fleming rushed up with the speed of a wild dog and took a photo. The strong light of the flash blinded this group of people in secret talks for a moment. Fleming took another one. Immediately running away wildly, when he rushed into the American embassy panting, because his speed was too fast, he almost triggered gunfire from the American embassy security personnel.

The next day, several Chinese and foreign newspapers spent money to buy the news and photos from Fleming.

The one caught on camera talking privately with the French was a councilor from Guangxi named Shen Jiyao. The entire parliament was immediately in an uproar. Yuan Shikai didn't make things difficult for Shen Jiyao either, just ordering him to come on stage to give an explanation. Shen Jiyao was also clever; he immediately implicated many people, saying that delegations from several provinces had contact with the French delegation. Shen Jiyao claimed he just went to hear what exactly the French wanted to do and absolutely did nothing to sell out China's interests. Moreover, Shen Jiyao also claimed that he demanded the French government cancel unequal treaties with China and withdraw troops stationed in China completely. Since he spoke with certainty and implicated many people, everyone couldn't really do anything to Shen Jiyao. It wasn't possible to drag the French embassy personnel out to interrogate them.

But after such publicity by the outside newspapers, the public raised strong doubts about what exactly the Viceroys and Governors everywhere wanted to do. "Is it Chinese people establishing a constitution themselves, or foreigners controlling China's constitutionalism?" Such doubts exploded in major cities.

This Constitutional Conference had originally attracted nationwide attention. Many people were clear about the Yuan Shikai Cabinet's intention to gain dominance. But this wasn't the problem; the key was how exactly Yuan Shikai would dominate the situation. At this critical moment, news about foreign intervention suddenly appeared, which further stimulated the nerves of those waiting. Telegrams from the south flew into Beijing like snowflakes, all demanding the parliament come up with a constitutional outline as soon as possible. Some people even clamored, "If the representatives are unwilling to discuss state affairs this time and are only willing to meet with foreigners, then why not re-elect representatives to discuss again."

Yuan Shikai naturally wasn't anxious. The Beiyang Group had strict discipline after all; no one dared to do anything out of line. The pressure on representatives from various places, especially the Guangxi delegation, was particularly huge. Viceroy of Liangguang Zhang Renjun, seeing such a situation, had to burn his boats. The old man stood up aggressively and made the wrangling public. He demanded that voting be conducted with each provincial delegation as one voting party, rather than the mode of one person, one vote for councilors.

Because he was "plotted against" by Yuan Shikai, the old man was full of resentment. "United Provincial Autonomy, the emphasis is on United Provinces. If the opinions of the provinces are not unified, what is the use of uniting provinces?" His high-pitched voice echoed in the venue. After saying this, the old man went down the stage angrily without even looking at Yuan Shikai sitting in the center of the first row.

Yuan Shikai stood up and went on stage expressionlessly. "We have been arguing here for almost half a month and haven't argued out anything. Since you gentlemen are willing to vote by province, I think it's not impossible. Then let's set this regulation. But I'll say this upfront: if you gentlemen don't recognize the rules you set yourselves later, then don't blame me, Yuan Shikai, for being impolite!"

After saying this, Yuan Shikai also went down the stage angrily. Leaving a group of dumbfounded councilors in their seats. After such a long time of pestering, Yuan Shikai finally yielded. Everyone fantasized about such a day, but didn't expect the fruit of victory to come so quickly. Hunan Governor Cen Chunming immediately stood up and demanded an immediate vote. Representatives from provinces outside Beiyang went on stage beaming with joy one by one to speak, expressing support for voting by province. The Beiyang representatives were obviously enraged; after they went on stage, they just casually said a word of agreement and went down.

After the speaker's gavel struck the gong, Yuan Shikai suddenly stood up and went on stage, demanding the first vote. "Change the collective voting of each province to voting by councilors in the manner of minority obeying majority."

Zhang Renjun was only surprised for a moment, then his face changed drastically. He had already figured out what was going on. It turned out he had been played by Yuan Shikai.

Sure enough, the representative of the Guizhou representatives, Guizhou Governor Li Jingxi, was the first to go on stage to express agreement. The general situation was set immediately. Yuan Shikai actually only needed this one vote; one vote was enough. Everything done before was preparation for this one vote.

Various sounds exploded in the parliament. The Beiyang councilors who were dispirited just now couldn't help laughing loudly. Some even bent over laughing and almost rolled on the ground. While the councilors from other provinces who were high-spirited not long ago stood up one after another and cursed Li Jingxi for being a person who played both sides, saying the oaths made to other delegations were all bullshit. There were also councilors shouting to protest by withdrawing from the meeting.

Amidst the noise, several large doors of the parliament hall suddenly opened wide. Several squads of Beiyang soldiers rushed in along the walls and completely surrounded the parliament. How could the councilors have imagined such a thing would happen? The councilors who stood up to make noise were all stunned in place. The parliament hall, which was like a vegetable market, suddenly became as quiet as a graveyard.

"Thump... Thump..." Yuan Shikai's military boots created deep echoes on the wooden podium. He walked slowly to the speaking position. "You people say Governor Li doesn't follow the rules. Then were the words you said not long ago all bullshit? Stand out and tell me, where exactly did Governor Li not follow the rules?"

"Lord Yuan! What is your intention in sending troops?" Zhang Renjun stood up and shouted. He keenly directed the spearhead of the counterattack at the place where Yuan Shikai seemed to be in the wrong.

"What is the intention of sending troops? Because some people don't understand rules, trying to tear down the stage and treating national affairs as child's play! If you gentlemen value national affairs in your hearts, then sit down honestly and continue the election. I, Yuan, am not a person who doesn't understand rules and will absolutely not use these soldiers to threaten everyone. What is my intention in sending troops? Sending troops is not to drag some people out. On the contrary, I send troops to prevent those who want to run out and tear down the stage from getting out, not giving them the chance to run out and spread rumors to cause trouble." Yuan Shikai's voice was loud and clear, his content tit-for-tat with Zhang Renjun.

Quite a few councilors really harbored the intention of starting to fabricate stories after running out. Seeing Yuan Shikai had prepared long ago, they had to temporarily stop this thought.

Order was restored with difficulty. Yuan Shikai let the Beiyang troops withdraw first. Then voting began to determine the basic constitution.

"All provinces maintain the status quo within two years, but within two years, all provinces shall organize their own provincial assemblies according to their own ideas. Two years later, the first formal National Assembly will be convened based on the ratio of current assembly personnel."

"Provinces may not declare independence."

"Provinces possess authority over local official appointment and removal, finance, etc."

"Provinces possess authority over local taxation."

"Taxation of provincial ports and customs shall be managed by the Central Government."

"Provinces may not conclude any political and military treaties with foreign countries."

"Provinces may organize paramilitary institutions such as police."

"Provinces must pay a certain amount of tax to the Central Government according to a unified ratio. The quota shall be agreed upon by more than 3/4 of the representatives in the parliament."

...

Resolutions were taken out for election one by one. Although some people were determined to oppose Yuan Shikai's parliament and wanted to vote against it no matter what. But in all fairness, these contents were not excessive at all.

There was quite a lot of content to vote on, plus some councilors dawdled to stall time, so not much content was passed.

Yuan Shikai immediately ordered people to spread the latest news. Actually, he didn't care about other content; as long as the first article "Provinces organize assemblies themselves" could pass, Yuan Shikai believed he could get the support of the majority. The roots of Viceroys and Governors in the localities were not deep; local gentry would definitely rise up and try to control the assembly. Although he hated parliaments extremely, and the hooligan-like performance of this group of councilors today also made Yuan Shikai lose his appetite, Yuan Shikai only had this method now to break up the opposition forces in various places.

Sure enough, just as the prediction Chen Ke offered to Yuan Shikai, the next day a portion of the councilors claimed illness and couldn't get up, stating they couldn't participate in the voting. Yuan Shikai didn't care at all. The passing of the first article was a great victory. He actually appreciated Chen Ke's method of "sending troops to suppress councilors who want to create chaos." And Yuan Shikai didn't know that when Chen Ke wrote this suggestion, he was also overjoyed. In "history," when Yuan Shikai was annoyed to death by that group of foolish councilors, he did exactly this. Rather than saying this was a serious suggestion, it was more like a prank Chen Ke came up with out of childlike excitement.

Shang Yuan discovered his own changes in these few days. Shang Yuan had always been a "very serious and respectable" person. He himself had long forgotten what laughing out loud felt like. But since realizing that he was "stupid beyond cure" and "his desire for false fame was somewhat pathological," Shang Yuan, who truly accepted these facts, found his once suppressed sense of humor seemed to revive suddenly. Even a small thing could make Shang Yuan laugh out loud truly. And the things happening in the parliament made Shang Yuan overjoyed and burst into laughter whenever he thought of them.

Seeing the living drama in the parliament, Yan Fu and Feng Xu couldn't help but feel it was both funny and helpless. How could they withstand the stimulation from Shang Yuan lying on the bed next to them? The two could hold back slightly at first, but soon they couldn't help but hold their bellies and laugh loudly together. The laughter penetrated the window, crossed the wall, and was heard clearly by the spies monitoring and eavesdropping outside.

Could it be that the representatives of the People's Party have all gone mad? With suspicious expressions triggered by this guess, the spies looked at the high wall and began to look at each other.

A large number of councilors refused to participate in the voting. Yuan Shikai, who always hated "popular opinion" (Qingyi), made full use of popular opinion this time. What happened in the parliament was spread out, and the reason for the councilors "claiming illness" was also implicitly pointed out. After the local gentry learned the news that they could finally organize assemblies, public sentiment was aroused. This time it wasn't just telegrams; some local celebrities, spontaneously or instigated by others, came to Beijing one after another to persuade their local representatives.

Yuan Shikai didn't pay attention to this group of people either. Since Yuan Shikai had already stated his position, it was better if the councilors refused to meet. The situation dragging on was only beneficial to Beiyang.

Since it was in a state of recess, Shang Yuan naturally had more time to visit his teacher. He discovered for the first time that his teacher was actually a person with a great sense of humor. Although he didn't see the ugly state of the councilors, after listening to Shang Yuan's description, the old man's one or two understated comments were like the finishing touch, describing the councilors' appearance vividly. Often making Shang Yuan laugh forward and backward. The two talked about recent events, and Shang Yuan asked his teacher for advice on learning. With a truly humble heart, Shang Yuan found that his previous views on the pre-Qin philosophers were completely wrong.

Regarding this new tendency of Shang Yuan, Teacher Li Hongqi advised, "Wangshan, the benevolent see benevolence and the wise see wisdom; you shouldn't be too delusional either. Who knows what people thousands of years ago thought? Wenqing said in his letter that all history is contemporary history. This is extremely well said. Learning is for application; if not used, it can only be used to show off. Isn't Kong Yiji just like this?"

Previously, every time he was criticized, Shang Yuan would feel a strong sense of shame. But now this feeling had become quite faint; instead, the words spoken by his teacher were deeply imprinted in his mind. Shang Yuan had already discovered this change in himself. He really admired what his teacher said about "shamelessness turning into humility." Previously, if he saw someone who had no sense of shame about the mistakes they made, Shang Yuan would think that person was shameless. Now looking at it, his view at that time was inevitably too subjective.

Yan Fu and Feng Xu were not idle either. Learning that Yuan Shikai had collected a large number of ancient books from the princes' homes, they applied to take a look. Yuan Shikai naturally had to give this face. Yang Du had already publicly recruited a batch of cultural celebrities. This group of celebrities began to organize books and make catalogs under the surveillance of a group of soldiers. The two had the opportunity to see many ancient books whose names they had heard but whose contents they had never seen. They were both learned people and naturally had a hobby of reading books. With the parliament not opening, the two instead had a good time in this pile of ancient books.

However, seeing Shang Yuan visiting his teacher every day, the two felt they had to go and take a look together no matter what. Mr. Li Hongqi received the two very ordinarily when seeing these two celebrities visiting. When meeting, they exchanged a few pleasantries. Mentioning Shang Yuan, Teacher Li Hongqi laughed, "This child is young and doesn't understand rules. You two are both highly respected celebrities; when it's time to remind him, please be sure to remind him."

If it were before, being "belittled" by his teacher like this, Shang Yuan would not have been truly convinced. But this time he heard the subtlety in his teacher's words. He didn't say Shang Yuan couldn't do things, only said he was "young and didn't understand rules." This was inevitably too true.

Yan Fu and Feng Xu's answer made Shang Yuan even more dumbfounded. "Mr. Li, we joined the revolution even later than Comrade Shang Yuan. Comrade Shang Yuan should tell us more about many things."

The words of several seniors went back and forth; what should be said was said, and what could be determined was determined. Yet it sounded gentle and cultivated, neither humble nor arrogant, neither hasty nor impatient. Yan Fu was not good at officialdom matters, so he didn't speak much. Sitting there, he naturally had the calmness of a soldier and teacher. Feng Xu had the unique refinement of a Jiangnan person, speaking calmly, neither hasty nor impatient. Everyone talked about their respective lives and those famous events, not boasting, not being humble, and even less shirking responsibility. After listening for a while, Shang Yuan found that his teacher could actually accurately guide the guests' conversation, giving a real feeling of a happy detailed discussion.

After talking for a while, the old gentleman saw that the topics were exhausted, so he stood up to see the guests off.

Shang Yuan sent Yan Fu and Feng Xu out, and only then returned. He told his teacher his feelings.

Mr. Li Hongqi harrumphed, "You are making the mistake of delusion again. Wangshan, I said you don't understand rules, and you really don't understand. If I said you understood, and people believed it and really handed a matter to you, and you messed it up, your own disgrace would be a small matter. If you ruined other people's affairs, they would want your life. I am letting you learn to save your little life. So-called speaking is communication. The first priority is to listen to whether others need you, and the second is to tell the other party whether you can do it. So speaking is certainly important, but knowing how to listen is even more important."

Shang Yuan was dumbfounded after hearing this. He never expected his teacher to be cautious in doing things to such an extent.

Li Hongqi continued, "Wangshan, Xunzi said, words invite disgrace, actions invite disaster. Because whatever you say, you actually can't do it. Look at Wenqing; he wants you comrades of the People's Party to only do things. After finishing, tell the facts to the common people, and then reason. This is correct. If someone still doesn't admit it in the face of facts, then they are bringing disgrace upon themselves. You don't need to pay attention to such people."

These words solved a major worry in Shang Yuan's heart. While nodding slightly, he asked, "Teacher, then what about actions inviting disaster?"

"If you do others' things badly, then someone will definitely trouble you. If you do your own things right, I'm afraid there might be even more people troubling you. In this world, you don't compare with others, but others may not necessarily not compare with you. If you get benefits and put them in your own pocket, someone definitely wants to get them out from you and put them in their pocket. So whether you do right or wrong, there will be disasters."

"Then how should this be dealt with?" Shang Yuan asked urgently.

Teacher Li Hongqi frowned and looked at Shang Yuan. "Didn't Wenqing go to make revolution? Didn't you follow Wenqing to make revolution? Isn't this your response?"

Shang Yuan's face blushed immediately. He heard Mr. Li Hongqi's voice continue resolutely and powerfully, "In this world, foreigners come to China to rob. After foreigners rob, the court robs. After the court robs, corrupt officials rob. After corrupt officials rob, local tyrants and evil gentry rob. Doesn't your People's Party say you want to develop productive forces and eliminate the exploitation system? You dare to do such a revolution, what disaster are you still afraid of? If you aren't prepared to die for the revolution, then might as well tell Wenqing directly that you can't do it, and find a living to feed yourself like me."

The room fell into silence. Shang Yuan found that he had never truly understood his teacher. Even if Teacher Li Hongqi admitted he didn't have the courage to make a revolution, there was no cowardice in this frankness. Just when he didn't know what to say, he heard someone pushing the door outside, and a man in his thirties, about the same age as Shang Yuan, came in. It was Mr. Li Hongqi's son, Li Yujian.

After entering the door, Li Yujian glanced at Shang Yuan, but turned his head to say to Li Hongqi, "Dad, I heard people say you have been hanging out with revolutionary party representatives these days. I didn't expect it to be Shang Yuan. Dad, the People's Party looks arrogant for a while, but that's their business. Why do you bring disaster upon yourself?"

Teacher Li Hongqi just gave a cold snort to his son's accusation but didn't answer at all.

Li Yujian turned his head to say to Shang Yuan, "Senior Brother Shang, when you went to rebel, didn't you think about what kind of suffering your teacher would suffer? Count yourself as having a conscience, not using your name. But these days we have been very fearful. You hold great power far away in Anhui; we small people can't climb up to you. Senior Brother Shang, I beg you, don't come anymore."

"It's not your turn to speak when driving people away." Mr. Li Hongqi interrupted his son's questioning of Shang Yuan. He got up and held Shang Yuan, "Wangshan, I've said almost everything I should say. I have always liked you, child. You must take care of yourself."

Shang Yuan knew that once he left, unless the whole country was liberated, he couldn't come back again. Although there was a thousand reluctances in his heart, hoping to learn more things here at his teacher's place. But he also knew he couldn't say anything more.

"Teacher, you also take care." After saying this, Shang Yuan respectfully knelt down to his teacher and performed the grand ceremony of kowtowing.

After getting up, Shang Yuan said goodbye to Li Yujian. Disregarding Li Yujian's arrogance of turning his face away and not returning the greeting at all. Shang Yuan left his teacher's home without looking back.
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Contention and Reorganization (Part 7)

The parliament dragged on like this for ten days. Under the strong wave of criticism across the country against the "opposition" councilors, and forced and urged by celebrities from various places who rushed to Beijing day and night, the parliament finally began to proceed.

Since the wealthy princes were stripped clean, wealthy Bannermen fled one after another. Impoverished Bannermen dared not show their heads. Coupled with the political turmoil, the teahouses and entertainment industry in the capital declined into a complete mess. In these chaotic days, the famous Peking Opera actors in the capital could only rest at home. But starting from early November 1909, the business of these famous actors suddenly boomed. Waves of celebrities from various places flocked to the capital. Their purpose was to get in closest contact with the Constitutional Conference that would decide China's future destiny.

The parliament building was now fully blockaded and strictly guarded. The residences of councilors from various provinces were also lined with military police; unless the councilors personally gave the word to specify someone, not even a sparrow could fly in. However, Vice Prime Minister Yuan Shikai was transparent enough in doing things; every afternoon after the parliament adjourned, the day's topics and voting results were published. Yuan Shikai was very smart; he didn't talk about the Manchu Qing issue at all, only about the future political development plan. Every item had a major impact on the provinces, so everyone had to pay attention.

These celebrities from various places couldn't just hole up in their residences or squat outside the parliament building without moving after arriving in Beijing. Many of them had heard of each other but never met, so entertainment venues everywhere—teahouses, restaurants, including theaters—became lively again. Because Yuan Shikai issued a martial law order within the Beiyang Army, officers and soldiers were not allowed to leave the barracks without orders. Plus, the Banner troops were completely wiped out, and the Eight Great Hutongs (red-light district) had been depressed for a long time. With this large group of people entering Beijing, even this place became lively.

The teahouses had the most people, and the teahouse owners adapted quite well. There were many guild halls from various places in Beijing, and many officials too. Southern accents and northern tunes were originally very common. Apart from better conversation and more brilliant content, these new masters were not essentially different from the usual Banner regulars in the teahouses. Moreover, these masters were much more generous with money and had far more spending power than those poor ghosts of the Eight Banners.

However, Wang Lifa, the owner of Yutai Teahouse on Qianmen Street, saw a scene he had never seen before. A group of people came onto the street, led by a short-haired young man wearing a silver-white satin "student suit." This outfit was similar to Japanese student uniforms; as more and more students returned from Japan, this kind of clothing became increasingly common. But this silver-white satin student suit was truly rare. What was even rarer was that this person's clothes were actually embroidered with several five-clawed golden dragons. Wang Lifa was a young shopkeeper who knew how to observe very well; this kind of golden dragon was something only the Imperial Family dared to use. There might be dragon embroidery on a prince's clothes, but clothes with this kind of golden dragon coiling around the body—what kind of status must a person have to dare wear them?

And this young man had short hair, obviously not a member of the Imperial Family. He was tall and handsome. He shouted slogans in Cantonese Mandarin. Wang Lifa was only in his twenties and couldn't understand very well. But the other young men following this young man held high a banner with bloody red characters written on it: "The Tongmenghui resolutely demands the downfall of the Manchu Qing!" Although there were not many people, the young men looked vigorous; they shouted slogans while distributing leaflets everywhere. It was quite lively for a while.

Wang Lifa finally judged that these young men were the legendary "Revolutionary Party." He had always known about Revolutionary Party activities and had seen notices posted by the Revolutionary Party, but this was the first time he saw living Revolutionary Party members. Taking three steps in two, he reached the door. Wang Lifa wanted to hear clearly what that young man was saying. That young man's Mandarin wasn't too terrible, and Wang Lifa roughly heard a few sentences clearly: "I am Wang Jingwei, a member of the Tongmenghui. The current situation of the world is that if the Manchu Qing does not perish, China will not flourish. During this Constitutional Conference, our Tongmenghui calls on councilors and celebrities everywhere to overthrow the Manchu Qing together for the sake of China!"

Whether the Manchu Qing would perish or China would flourish, young Shopkeeper Wang Lifa wasn't clear. But seeing live Revolutionary Party members with his own eyes surprised Shopkeeper Wang Lifa. Actually, Wang Jingwei's outfit looked very much like the attire of delinquent youths in Japanese hot-blooded violent anime; Chen Ke would probably laugh out loud if he saw it. But in this era, it was truly dashing enough and could attract attention. Plus the high-held banner, the leaflets distributed everywhere, the idlers following behind, and the outsiders from various places turning their heads to watch—it was really quite interesting.

While watching, he saw a rickshaw stop at the door. The puller was a tall man in his thirties. Shopkeeper Wang Lifa looked closely; it was Fourth Master Chang (Chang Siye), a regular customer of Yutai Teahouse. Fourth Master Chang was a Manchu, but an outlier among Manchus. He didn't smoke opium or walk birds in cages. He usually helped people drive carts in the capital and lived quite frugally. A few years ago, when honeycomb briquettes became popular in the capital, he made a small profit. Once the Bannermen were scattered, many lost their livelihoods. Fourth Master Chang, however, used his savings from these years to buy an eighty-percent-new rickshaw from a certain prince's mansion at a low price. Now he made a living pulling a rickshaw.

Fourth Master Chang was usually quite chivalrous and had wide connections. Even when the capital was relatively depressed, he didn't lack customers. Now that people from all over came to the capital, he was so busy his feet didn't touch the ground. After dropping the customer off into the teahouse, Fourth Master Chang shouted to Wang Lifa, "Shopkeeper Wang, give me a bowl of Rotten Meat Noodles (noodles with stewed meat)."

Someone nearby saw the rickshaw was empty and wanted Fourth Master Chang to take him to Ghost Street (Gui Jie). Fourth Master Chang laughed, "Sir, it's not that I won't take you. I've been running all morning and am starving. Even if I took you, I wouldn't be able to run, and I'd just delay your business. Sir, you'd better take someone else's rickshaw."

That customer sounded like a person from Jiangsu. Seeing Fourth Master Chang being so straightforward, he became interested in him. He followed Fourth Master Chang into the front of the teahouse and asked, "When can you finish eating?"

Fourth Master Chang didn't deceive the customer at the door either. He laughed heartily, "This Rotten Meat Noodles comes fast, but I have to rest a while after eating. Sir, I'm afraid I can't leave for less than half an hour."

"Rotten Meat Noodles?" This customer had never heard of this name. While they were talking, a big bowl of Rotten Meat Noodles had already been brought up by the waiter. It was a big bowl of thick noodles topped with meat gravy and green vegetables. It was noon now; the meat gravy had long been prepared, and the noodles cooked fast. It was ready in a blink of an eye. It smelled very fragrant.

The customer immediately had an appetite. He said to the waiter, "Bring me a bowl too."

Although Wang Lifa was very interested in the Revolutionary Party that just passed by, he would absolutely not throw aside his own business to watch the excitement. Seeing the back of the Revolutionary Party disappear, he turned back into the room and said to his old customer Fourth Master Chang, "Fourth Master Chang, in these times, even the Revolutionary Party parades on the street so swaggeringly. And no one cares."

Fourth Master Chang sighed, "This Great Qing Dynasty..." Speaking of this, he slouched and ate a few mouthfuls of noodles, then shouted to the waiter, "Waiter, give me another half a flatbread. Bring the wine I keep here."

After speaking, Fourth Master Chang continued to slurp his noodles.

"Fourth Master Chang, what do you say is happening to this Great Qing Dynasty?" Although Wang Lifa was timid, seeing the Revolutionary Party tossing about in the capital in broad daylight with no one caring, he couldn't help asking.

"This Great Qing Dynasty seems unable to hold on. How many Bannermen are left in the capital now? The rich ones all ran to Tianjin. The poor ones can't even eat. In the past few days, people coming to my house to borrow some rice and flour almost trampled my door flat. They are all from the same Banner; I can't refuse to give. The rickshaw I pulled these days is equivalent to pulling for them." Fourth Master Chang finished gloomily, picked up the wine bottle brought by the waiter, pulled out the stopper, took a sip, and then picked up half a flatbread and gnawed on it with his head down.

Wang Lifa didn't know what to say either. He had seen quite a few miserable states of Bannermen. Originally, many people just scraped a living following various princely mansions, and some simply ate the leftover rice thrown out from the Imperial City. Now all sources were cut off; they neither knew how to work nor were willing to work. There were more than one or two who had fallen to selling their sons and daughters.

Seeing the regular customer Fourth Master Chang burying his head to eat, but so many old customers of the past had vanished without a trace, Wang Lifa couldn't help but say a sentence, "Is this Beijing without Bannermen still Beijing?"

The customer with the Jiangsu accent had been eating noodles quietly. Hearing this, he stopped his chopsticks, looked up, and said, "In the first few hundred years when Beijing City was built, where was there a single Bannerman in here? Without Bannermen, this Beijing is still Beijing."

This voice wasn't small. Quite a few people in the room heard it clearly, and several people had already turned their heads to look. Wang Lifa was originally timid, and discussing state affairs this time was him summoning up courage. Seeing this customer so agitated, he hurriedly said, "Sir, it was me who spoke wrong. You eat slowly, eat slowly." After speaking, Wang Lifa slipped back behind the counter to calculate accounts.

Wang Jingwei didn't know such a story happened in the big teahouse he just passed. While frankly reporting his family background, he shouted various anti-Qing slogans. Reaching the street corner ahead, seeing many onlookers, Wang Jingwei simply climbed onto a nearby flight of steps and began to make a speech. "...At this time today, the whole country hopes for a republic. How can there be clowns acting as mouthpieces for a rotten monarch again!..."

This was Sun Yat-sen's draft. Wang Jingwei himself was also a talent; with a little filling and trimming, he polished it to be impassioned. The main idea of the draft was to overthrow the Manchu Qing and create a republic. This was the consistent stance of the Tongmenghui, or rather Sun Yat-sen. He could be called a revolutionary pioneer because he was firm enough. Sun Yat-sen always had a characteristic, which was to squeeze into the center of the spotlight no matter what. Previous revolutions were all like this. Even if he was propped up as a puppet or a clown, he never refused. If a person had a firm attitude and appeared frequently in the center of contradictions in the great era of the late Qing Dynasty where "you sing and I take the stage," he himself became a banner, a symbol.

Chen Ke's resistance to Sun Yat-sen wasn't entirely because of Sun Yat-sen's terrible private morality or because of Sun Yat-sen's acts of selling out China's sovereignty everywhere to gain support. People with such tenacious will like Sun Yat-sen really left Chen Ke somewhat unable to deal with them. Chen Ke could only choose to completely refuse contact with Sun Yat-sen. The internal affairs of the People's Party piled up like a mountain; Chen Ke really didn't have the time or energy to deal with these annoying external things.

But for Sun Yat-sen, the current Constitutional Conference was a key major event deciding China's destiny. In this era, more than 90% of the "Revolutionary Party" pursued constitutionalism. At the earliest Tongmenghui conference, in a room of seventy or eighty people, Sun Yat-sen only knew a dozen. And among these seventy or eighty people, those pursuing constitutionalism accounted for the vast majority. There were only seven or eight who swore to overthrow the Manchu Qing. And these were the relatively radical "Revolutionary Party."

In the days that followed, the People's Party, which fought fiercely with the Manchu Qing, firmly refused Sun Yat-sen's invitation. The Guangfu Society, which swore undying hatred against the Manchu Qing, also broke away from the Tongmenghui. Huang Xing and Song Jiaoren also led members of the Huaxinghui to leave the Tongmenghui under the stimulation of many events.

In 1908, Sun Yat-sen had to risk great danger to personally organize the Zhennanguan Uprising. After the uprising failed, Sun Yat-sen went to Nanyang to raise funds, preparing to make a comeback. By the second half of the year, China's situation changed suddenly. First, Cixi and Guangxu died one after another. The People's Party prepared to fight a decisive battle with Yuan Shikai. Then came the chaos in Hebei, and the Manchu Qing looked tottering.

In 1909, the People's Party went south, and Yuan Shikai returned north. Then Yuan Shikai announced preparations for constitutionalism. The whole situation became as complicated as a kaleidoscope. Almost all revolutionaries revealed their true colors as "Constitutionalists"; what they wanted was for the Manchu Qing to decentralize power and for localities to govern themselves. When this result was within reach, the Tongmenghui itself completely disintegrated. The remaining radical faction that truly demanded a republic was only a tiny minority. Totaling less than 200 people. Many were members of local peripheral organizations.

Sun Yat-sen rushed back to Japan again. The Japanese government was as polite to Sun Yat-sen as ever. Polite was polite, but they didn't attach importance to him at all. In desperation, Sun Yat-sen had to order his firm believer Wang Jingwei to lead the radicals of the Ping-Jin (Beijing-Tianjin) Tongmenghui to express the Tongmenghui's firm attitude of "Overthrowing the Monarchy, Establishing a Republic" to this Constitutional Conference.

Wang Jingwei fully knew the current status of the Tongmenghui. Actually, the only ones in the Tongmenghui who could still act in an organized way were this group of young people in the Ping-Jin area who had never launched an uprising. At this time, there were no Bannermen in the capital, so assassinating high-ranking Banner officials had very limited meaning. As for assassinating councilors from various provinces, it seemed to have a good effect. But could death force these people to submit after the assassination? Opinions within the Ping-Jin Tongmenghui were very divided.

The Assassination Faction believed, "Deter the petty people, let them know that nothing but a republic will do."

The Moderate Faction believed, "Parliamentary representatives are representatives of the people. Although they deserve to be killed, they cannot be killed by us! We need to expose their true colors and let the people of the provinces kill them."

Young people refused to yield to anyone, and the quarrel became more and more intense. In the end, Wang Jingwei slammed the table fiercely, "Everyone is unwilling to assassinate; is everyone willing to go to jail!"

Everyone was startled after hearing this. Wang Jingwei immediately proposed that the Tongmenghui go onto the streets for public activities and publicize their political views. If Beiyang arrested everyone, it would prove that Beiyang was "Truly Royalist, Fake Constitutionalist."

This suggestion was immediately agreed to by the Tongmenghui members. In order to express opposition to the Manchu Qing to the maximum extent, naturally, they did it as conspicuously as possible. Forty young comrades of the Tongmenghui who were not afraid of going to jail were divided into eight groups, with five people in each group. They also got eight sets of Coiled Dragon Satin suits, eight banners, and a large pile of leaflets. Everyone agreed that as long as the previous group was arrested, the next group would fill in the next day. If everyone was arrested, the other comrades of the assassination team could act freely.

With the determination of "Willing to be prisoners of Chu" (willing to be prisoners for a cause), Wang Jingwei led the comrades of the first group onto the streets to start the parade. Everyone shouted slogans and distributed slogans. Although there were some sneaky-looking people tailing this small parade team, generally speaking, no one really stopped them. The police only maintained order; since this small team had no intention of obstructing traffic, the police didn't care either. This increased the courage of Wang Jingwei and other young comrades a hundredfold amidst their joy.

On the day of the Tongmenghui's public parade, the topics of the Constitutional Conference had also reached the end. Originally, the three observers of the People's Party were objects the councilors avoided like the plague. As the long meeting was visibly coming to an end, everyone's eyes increasingly focused on the three.

In the eyes of the councilors from various provinces, the one who personally cut the power of the Manchu Qing until it existed in name only might be Beiyang's Yuan Shikai, but the root cause that truly provoked this great change and brought chaos to the world was the People's Party. If it were Chen Ke, he would have a different view. The People's Party merely found the pulse in the trend of this great transformation in the late Qing. It was this group of representatives who truly persevered in weakening the Manchu Qing's rule.

Leaving aside this gap in understanding, the armed forces in the hands of the People's Party were real. Since conquering the entire province of Jiangxi, the southern provinces that originally criticized the People's Party fell silent. Beiyang naturally wanted to use Chen Ke to threaten the southern provinces. The southern provinces bordered the People's Party; they absolutely refused to ask for trouble. Especially the representatives of Guangdong, Fujian, and Hunan, they kept their mouths shut about the People's Party. The People's Party's reason for conquering Jiangxi was "Jiangxi Governor Wu Xun is a hardcore royalist." Actually, Wu Xun couldn't be talked about as very royalist, nor had he publicly expressed royalist or anti-constitutional remarks.

Yan Fu and Feng Xu were both celebrities; in such occasions, they habitually remained silent. Shang Yuan, this young nobody, apart from laughing occasionally, could actually remain silent too. The councilors of various provinces didn't dare to talk with the People's Party privately. Since private talks didn't work, there were only public ones. Originally, the councilors thought Yuan Shikai would actively inquire, but Yuan Shikai also calmly turned a blind eye to the People's Party representatives. The councilors of the southern provinces naturally became more and more uneasy.

Noon recess, everyone ate. To avoid trouble, the parliament's food was a collective big canteen. Yuan Shikai accepted Chen Ke's suggestion. In the big courtyard, there was a row of temporary kitchens, each with a different cook in charge. Whatever everyone wanted to eat, they paid for it themselves, and Yuan Shikai paid out of his own pocket to reimburse half.

The aroma of various dishes permeated the air. Coupled with the sound of ladles colliding with woks, the canteen courtyard overflowed with a pleasant aura of life. With the noble status of the councilors, they could have sent people to deliver menus, and the food could also be delivered by others to the meeting rooms of each representative. It was just that at this time, many councilors' attendants waiting outside sent in the latest news. The councilors had begun to get used to this method, and the process of choosing dishes was also a good opportunity for networking between provinces. As usual, the news was quickly handed in. The person who received the news first unfolded the paper in his hand and immediately changed his expression.

This was an announcement just released by the People's Party: "The People's Party participated in the Constitutional Conference thinking it was a political consultative conference to overthrow the Qing Court and create a republic. The result was finding that the Constitutional Parliament is full of submissive subjects of the Great Qing. The People's Party cannot accept this and declares withdrawal from this conference to continue the efforts of armed struggle."

It wasn't just one person who received this news; many people were stunned.

"Fuck me!" Unknown who cursed first, other representatives hurriedly gathered to see the news. First whispering, then buzzing commotion, and then public indignation. Originally, the People's Party representatives didn't say a word, and everyone thought the People's Party representatives understood rules and didn't cause trouble for everyone. Until seeing the naked military threat of the People's Party, they instead blamed the People's Party representatives for refusing to speak. The group of representatives completely forgot that the People's Party were just observers, and observers had no qualification to participate in parliamentary discussions at all.

"Everyone, we have to let the People's Party representatives explain this matter clearly. What exactly do they mean?" Someone in the crowd shouted.

"Right, let them explain clearly." Immediately someone echoed. Mass emotions are easiest to trigger collective action. Immediately, younger councilors took the lead to rush towards the People's Party delegation's meeting room.

In order to protect the safety of the councilors from various provinces and incidentally monitor them, Beiyang equipped the entrance of every meeting room with quite a few guards. Seeing a large group of councilors rushing over aggressively, the guards immediately stepped forward to block them. They had been trained for a long time. Although they didn't know exactly what was going on, the leading officer shouted loudly, "Gentlemen, you cannot storm other delegations."

"Let Yan Fu come out!"

"Feng Xu, come out and speak!"

"Don't hide in the room; what does the People's Party mean?"

"Don't play dumb! Come out!"

But the door of the People's Party delegation was tightly closed. No matter how people shouted outside, it was as if there was no one inside.

"Everyone, let's go back to eat first and prepare. During the afternoon meeting, we must make the People's Party representatives explain clearly." Another relatively young councilor shouted. As the parliament convened, representatives from various provinces gradually became familiar with each other. Although everyone refused to yield when talking about provincial interests, on some relatively public matters, councilors with loud voices and strong mobility gradually had a tendency to lead the situation briefly. This was what Yuan Shikai wanted to see, but it was what the leaders of the provincial representatives didn't want to see.

This time was the same. Everyone didn't care which councilor shouted this. Since everyone was concerned about this matter, this suggestion also fit everyone's general interest. Except for a few councilors who resolutely refused to leave, other councilors began to scatter one after another.

The parliament building was heavily guarded. On the top-level sentry post stood a middle-aged man. He wore ordinary military clothing without any rank or insignia proving rank. However, from the respectful behavior of several officers around him, it could be seen that he was absolutely not an ordinary soldier. From the moment the councilors were in public indignation to their gradual dispersal, this man remained silent. The officer next to him couldn't help asking, "Lord Feng, they won't really fight down there, right?"

Feng Guozhang seemed to have not heard his subordinate's question at all, just looking silently at the increasingly sparse crowd below. This time Yuan Shikai let him be responsible for the security of the parliament. Feng Guozhang didn't understand Yuan Shikai's plan at first. Ever since Beiyang seized the leading power of the court, Feng Guozhang originally thought he could finally get rid of the awkward idle job of "Consultant" and get real power. Actually, he didn't expect to be able to control a province, nor even expect to control a division (Zhen) of the Beiyang Army. But at least let him go teach at the military academy.

But Yuan Shikai insisted on giving Feng Guozhang such a job of guarding the parliament. This was really a hard job; all five hundred councilors, including Yuan Shikai, had to be taken good care of. After such a large pile of celebrities came to the capital again, this job was simply not for humans. That bunch of people held their status high; if you blocked them, they really dared to make a scene with you. Feng Guozhang had to issue strict orders and used Beiyang's consistent cruel military discipline to govern his subordinates. Finally, no trouble was caused.

After doing this for a while, Feng Guozhang also saw some clues. As long as the newly discussed content was relatively sensitive, the councilors would make a fuss. And this announcement by the People's Party made Feng Guozhang feel extremely uneasy. He specially came personally to hold the fort, ensuring that in case of emergency, he could order people to stop the conflict at any time. Seeing the last few people scatter, Feng Guozhang breathed a sigh of relief. He said, "Let's go down."

When the councilors were making a big fuss, Yan Fu, Feng Xu, and Shang Yuan were all in the meeting room. The three People's Party representatives got their meals early. They ate and rested as if they hadn't heard the clamor outside at all. Everyone already knew the plan of the base area. This was also one of the steps arranged by Chen Ke.

Yuan Shikai had to care about his own face after all. In the matter of overthrowing the Manchu Qing, he could only weaken the Manchu Qing's power step by step. But on the final key issue, it must be the parliament actively demanding the Qing Court to abdicate. Yuan Shikai couldn't force the Qing House himself. Moreover, on the matter of whether Yuan Shikai really wanted the Qing Emperor to abdicate, the comrades' thoughts were not quite consistent either.

Chen Ke had said long ago, "Yuan Shikai is used to being a slave. Letting him be his own master, Yuan Shikai might not really be willing. The People's Party often has to give him a push."

Before leaving, the delegation asked Chen Ke, what if the final Constitutional Parliament didn't reach a decision to overthrow the Qing House? Chen Ke's answer was simple: "Then tell the parliament to go play Constitutional Monarchy by themselves."

Although he knew the afternoon would be a cruel showdown, Shang Yuan felt very relaxed in his heart. Coming to Beijing this time, he felt he had obtained enough things. What was needed now was to hurry back to Huaihai Province and throw himself into work as a most ordinary People's Party member and also as a most ordinary laborer. If Shang Yuan subconsciously avoided grassroots work before, his chest was now filled with desire and passion for grassroots work.

The People's Party chose to enter the parliament hall last. As soon as the three walked into the main door, the parliament building, which was originally full of discussion voices, first quieted down, and then a burst of booing erupted. In these days, it wasn't that there hadn't been conflicts between councilors in public in the parliament building; they were all settled by the violent intervention of the parliament police. With past examples, the councilors were now unwilling to cause trouble for no reason again.

After Yan Fu and the others sat down, they surprisingly didn't see anyone stand up immediately to accuse and attack them. The parliament's topic actually continued. He felt somewhat surprised and glanced at Feng Xu; Feng Xu also felt puzzled. Could it be that these councilors were preparing some huge conspiracy?

"Comrade Shang Yuan, what do you think?" Yan Fu asked.

"Brave in private fights, cowardly in public war." Shang Yuan gave a reply calmly.

Yan Fu and Feng Xu were both stunned. A scholar who has been away three days must be looked at with new eyes; they really didn't expect a living example to appear before them. Shang Yuan's insight was really extraordinary, pointing out the immediate fact and truth almost simultaneously. What surprised the two great scholars Yan Fu and Feng Xu even more was that Shang Yuan didn't gloat or pretend to be profound at all. On the contrary, an uncontrollable enthusiasm appeared in Shang Yuan's eyes; that was the attitude of being ready for the next struggle.

After drawing the conclusion of "Brave in private fights, cowardly in public war," Shang Yuan was already prepared to continue the struggle on this basis. This focus and alertness forced the two seniors to feel a kind of admiration.

When Viceroy of Yun-Gui Xi Liang went on stage to speak, the attention of the three People's Party representatives quickly focused. The Manchu Qing claimed their root was Manchu. When the Manchu Qing was strong, it was fine. Now that the Manchu Qing had been weakened to this shape, it was a bit too laughable for Han Viceroys to jump out and act as filial sons and grandsons of the Manchus. Only Manchu officials were qualified to mention this matter.

Xi Liang had a good reputation in Yun-Gui. After becoming Viceroy of Yun-Gui in 1907, during his two-year tenure, he carried out vigorous rectification targeting malpractices such as lax military discipline and negligence in training of the local garrison despite the strategic geographical location, as well as backward education, tight finances, and thorny diplomatic situations. He focused on rectifying official governance, setting up schools, rectifying armaments, building railways, and banning opium, and all achieved certain results. If one must give Xi Liang an evaluation, it would be "He really doesn't look like a Manchu."

After taking the stage, Xi Liang wanted to say something, but paused for a long time before opening his mouth to say: "The Great Qing established the country for more than two hundred years. Constitutional Reform is the general trend, so gentlemen are here discussing state affairs. However, the national lineage cannot be lost, and the legal lineage cannot be abolished. Gentlemen have all received Imperial Grace for generations, being ministers of the court. If..."

Xi Liang's words were just those clichés. The main idea was that the Manchu Qing had reached today and needed everyone to work together to tide over the difficulties. The councilors were already rich and honored now. Even if they overthrew the Manchu Qing, they would just gain a reputation of rebellion for nothing. And if the situation became turbulent, wouldn't they lose everything?

However, these words definitely couldn't be said so bluntly. Xi Liang might be able to handle some administrative affairs, but he was not an orator. So some words sounded in the councilors' ears and instead made them frown.

When Xi Liang finished speaking, Shang Yuan stood up in a speaking posture for the first time. Although according to the process, Shang Yuan shouldn't speak, at this moment no one dared to stop him. Everyone's eyes were fixed on Shang Yuan. Everyone held great curiosity, wanting to hear what the People's Party representative wanted to say. Xi Liang was usually a decisive person and was quite strict with his subordinates. Before he left the stage, he already saw Shang Yuan getting up and walking towards this side. Watching Shang Yuan approach step by step, then walk steadily onto the podium step by step, and stand beside him. Xi Liang wanted to shout at Shang Yuan, wanted to tell Shang Yuan to get lost. But no matter what he thought in his heart, he found he couldn't move.

Actually, preventing Shang Yuan, or even killing Shang Yuan, Xi Liang might not be unable to do. But Shang Yuan's power didn't come only from Shang Yuan himself, but from the powerful force behind Shang Yuan. Since seeing the People's Party's public statement, Xi Liang felt a kind of despair. When making the final defense and justification for the Manchu Qing on this podium, Xi Liang had never felt so powerless. Although he was the dignified Viceroy of Yun-Gui, Xi Liang could only use interests to lure, reputation to threaten, and habits to beg. In short, Xi Liang could only rely on language to defend the Great Qing. And as a Manchu, as a loyal minister of the Great Qing Dynasty, Xi Liang knew very well that language was the most powerless thing.

Shang Yuan didn't speak at first. He scanned the entire parliament hall from left to right, from front to back. His line of sight almost saw everyone's eyes. Yan Fu couldn't help showing a slight smile; this was the method Chen Ke liked before speaking. But compared to Chen Ke, Shang Yuan's performance still appeared a bit immature.

But the councilors offstage were seeing this public speaking technique for the first time. They were first nervous, then felt anxious in the long silent wait, and then couldn't help whispering. Just at this moment, Shang Yuan spoke. His voice was not gentle, but intense like metal and stone colliding.

"Nonsense! What I heard from Mr. Xi Liang's mouth just now was all nonsense. This person said everyone received Imperial Grace for generations. I want to say, this is all nonsense. Everyone being able to sit in this position was either through passing the imperial examination or at least spending money to buy an office. It is the Manchu Qing that needs everyone, not everyone who needs the Manchu Qing. Yes, the Manchu Qing held imperial examinations, but when the Manchu Qing felt the imperial examinations were useless, they immediately abolished them. This is something everyone saw with their own eyes. Not a few years ago. The Manchu Qing wanted everyone's money, so they made up the system of selling offices. What they were after was everyone's money; there is no doubt about this. As for the imperial examination, I'll tell a story. In the early years of Kangxi, several special examinations were held because few scholars participated in his regular imperial examinations. Even so, local celebrities refused to participate in the special examinations. So Kangxi forcibly invited these celebrities. No matter how the celebrities cursed him on the exam papers, mocking the Manchu Qing as barbarians, Kangxi endured it all. With a wave of his big brush, Kangxi passed everyone. Gave them official titles, gave them positions. Why? Because without local celebrities, the Manchu Qing's empire would be a joke. Uprisings rose one after another across the world; without the support of celebrities, the Manchu Qing would fall."

Shang Yuan accompanied his speech with some body movements. Although appearing a bit immature, the content Shang Yuan recounted powerfully attracted the councilors' attention. These movements seemed quite harmonious instead.

Yan Fu and Feng Xu nodded slightly. Neither of them was convenient to go on stage for this speech, and neither was very good at this kind of thing. Although Chen Ke provided the outline, the specific content still had to be organized and arranged by Shang Yuan. Now it seemed Shang Yuan had clearly grasped the key points.

"Now, that woman and that little kid in the Forbidden City can eat, drink, shit, and piss. But they don't know a thing about governing the country. So on what basis should they be the nominal masters of China? Gentlemen councilors are all heroes; on what basis should you kowtow and kneel to them? As for this vast Imperial Grace of the Manchu Qing for over two hundred years, everyone is very clear. Literary inquisitions one after another. Everyone is a scholar; as long as we calculate a bit further back, I'm afraid everyone has predecessors and teachers who died in the Manchu Qing literary inquisitions. Besides these literary inquisitions, it is the repeated forfeiture of sovereignty and humiliation of the nation. Up to now, the Viceroys and Governors of the coastal provinces open a port and collect some tax, but it doesn't fall into the hands of the local yamen. Foreigners control the customs duties. Why do foreigners control our customs? Because the Manchu Qing signed treaties with foreigners. This is the vast Imperial Grace."

After saying this, Shang Yuan paused slightly. He was a bit unused to this speech. Although he had practiced many times in private, saying so much in one breath after really getting on stage, he showed signs of being a bit out of breath.

According to Chen Ke's suggestion, he took a deep breath and slowly exhaled. After adjusting his breath, Shang Yuan continued, "Yes, if everyone votes to let the Manchu Qing end, everyone is the terminator of the Manchu Qing. Some people might say everyone is a traitor. But, every end means a new beginning. What history records in the future will not only be that everyone ended the Manchu Qing's rotten rule, but also that everyone created the glorious future of the republic. China has always regarded the people as heaven. Gentlemen representatives are elected by the provinces; you represent the will of the people, which is representing the Will of Heaven. Now you hold the Will of Heaven in your hands, facing a great opportunity to create a bright future, yet you still want to bow your heads to a woman and a little kid. I think everyone is too pathetic."

Hearing this, some sounds came slightly from offstage. It was the sound of some people moving their bodies involuntarily, not intending to raise any protest against Shang Yuan.

"Every time dynasties change, people loyal to the previous dynasty die like raging fire for the final resistance. The resistance of the Southern Ming in Jiangnan at the end of the Ming, and later countless predecessors risking their lives to oppose the Haircut Order; tens of millions were killed in Jiangnan. If anyone decides to betray the will of the people and decides to hang firmly on this broken coffin of the Manchu Qing to be buried with it, that is also your personal choice. I cannot force everyone to do anything. But I can predict one thing to you: your burial sacrifice is destined to be meaningless. Everyone is a smart person; everyone can see that the demise of the Manchu Qing is destined to be like dust and dirt. When a dynasty ruins China into such a miserable state, its demise is destined to be accused by thousands. The reputation of loyal ministers you want to seek will only become the shame of your lifetime."

The parliament hall was silent. The councilors were the smart people Shang Yuan spoke of; they actually had no necessity to be loyal to the Manchu Qing at all. What everyone had to consider now was actually their own interests. And after Yuan Shikai came to power, everyone wasn't at ease. Even if the Manchu Qing was on stage, even knowing the Little Emperor was actually in Yuan Shikai's hands. But at least nominally, Yuan Shikai couldn't do whatever he wanted.

"We, the People's Party, issued a statement; everyone saw it. Because the first thing our People's Party wants to oppose is the Manchu Qing. If the Manchu Qing is not destroyed, or any parliament or similar organization created on the basis of the Manchu Qing's constitutional monarchy, we will not recognize it. Anyone who supports the existence of the Manchu Qing is our enemy. Towards enemies, we never show mercy. However, anyone who agrees to overthrow the Manchu Qing is our friend. We will also absolutely not make things difficult for friends. We demand the overthrow of the Manchu Qing, the overthrow of the monarchy, and the realization of a constitutional republic. This is our People's Party's stance, and also our eternal stance."

"You, you traitor!" Xi Liang beside Shang Yuan let out a miserable cry and rushed towards Shang Yuan. He was closest to Shang Yuan and heard every word clearly. Unknown when, Xi Liang had started to stream tears down his face and tremble all over. But everyone's sight was attracted by Shang Yuan; surprisingly, few people noticed Xi Liang's changes.

The People's Party attached great importance to military training. Shang Yuan also knew he had to face danger at all times and didn't neglect practicing martial arts for self-defense. Plus he was prepared long ago. Facing Xi Liang who fell into a semi-crazy state, Shang Yuan stepped aside and retreated two steps, then kicked fiercely on the side of Xi Liang who rushed in front of him. Xi Liang was kicked straight off the stage by Shang Yuan. Seeing this change, everyone couldn't help but let out a burst of exclamations.

Seeing someone fighting, the parliament police immediately rushed up and dragged Xi Liang out without saying a word. Everyone only heard Xi Liang's crying sound getting further and further away. But they didn't see any parliament police trying to come up and arrest Shang Yuan.

Shang Yuan slowly walked back to the position where he stood just now, and only then continued to say loudly: "Whether gentlemen vote to end the Manchu Qing is gentlemen's business. As observers, our People's Party cannot interrupt, let alone interfere. However, our attitude is consistent. If this parliament becomes a parliament elected by Chinese people themselves, we will happily join and pull together in times of trouble with everyone, serving China together. If there is still a Manchu Qing banner over this parliament, then we will fight this parliament to the end. Never resting until death."

Scanning the parliamentary councilors again roughly, Shang Yuan said loudly, "My words are finished."

"Clap clap clap clap..." Yan Fu and Feng Xu had already stood up and applauded. In these days, the councilors had gradually become accustomed to applauding. With someone taking the lead, several councilors already started clapping in a daze, until pulled by companions beside them, they realized they were wrong. They hurriedly lowered their heads with red faces, not daring to look at the glaring gazes of the surrounding councilors at all.

But these few councilors who made mistakes actually worried too much. The people around them didn't glare at them at all. Everyone was thinking about their own matters thoughtfully. They couldn't care about this little disturbance.

Shang Yuan nodded slightly to Yan Fu and Feng Xu offstage, and the two also nodded slightly at the same time. Coincidentally, all three walked towards the parliament door. The mission of the People's Party delegation observers ended completely here. What remained to be done was for everyone to embark on the return journey to the base area together.
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Contention and Reorganization (Part 8)

"The Americans have already started shipping equipment to China!" The British Consular Corps in Wuhan had become quite unsettled.

The British had always thought the People's Party rebels were all talk, but they really didn't expect that the guys in the People's Party would actually start engaging in construction. The Yankees got ahead; they got the big contract for railway contracting. What puzzled the British even more was that although the People's Party also spent a large price importing equipment from Britain to upgrade the production capacity of Hanyang Iron Works, the Americans' several sets of equipment had already arrived before the British goods.

"I think it is necessary to go with the American representatives to see where exactly the People's Party's new steel plant is located," said the counselor in charge of commerce. Being cut in by the shit-stirring stick of the United States, the British side was full of unhappiness. The British Empire didn't care much about having a certain degree of trade surplus now; having robbed for hundreds of years, plus capturing the gold mines of South Africa in the Boer War, the British demand for hard currency was no longer as thirsty as before. What the British Empire needed now was to constantly expand the volume of imports and exports.

Regardless of the various strange things about the People's Party rebels, at least the British Wuhan Consular Corps had sufficient reasons to be willing to do business with the People's Party. The People's Party proposed expanding import and export trade on the basis of "trade balance." Before Britain made up its mind to carry out a military strike against the People's Party, the British side could absolutely accept the situation of "maintaining the status quo" proposed by the People's Party.

"The People's Party has always said that their controlled area is now a war zone. Except for the trade ports that have been determined, other areas are restricted from free entry." This was the depression of the British; they wanted to know too much what these rebels were doing. But the rebels they could contact had strict discipline, and their energy seemed to be entirely used on internal affairs; no one actively came up to contact the British at all.

"Tell the People's Party that we also want to send representatives to see the steel center they are newly building." The counselor of the British Wuhan Consulate made a decision. From the current perspective, the trade focus of the People's Party was on the mechanical equipment of the steel plant. Since the Americans could do the business of the full set of equipment for these new steel plants, the British must also be able to do it.

The site of the new steel plant was located near Hefei. Entering 1909, the industrial center and educational center of the People's Party also began to gradually shift to Hefei. After entering the 20th century, among the three famous cities in China whose city status was changed because of railways, Hefei was one of them. The other two cities were Zhengzhou and Shijiazhuang. These three cities becoming provincial capitals of three provinces was all thanks to the railway. At least for now, the railway from Hefei to Anqing had already begun construction. The American company satisfied the requirements proposed by the People's Party; not only did they have to provide training for various manual labors, but the United States also had to sell the factories for almost a full set of railway supporting equipment to the People's Party.

From the perspective of the American company, this was a big business they couldn't ask for more. For the base area, this was also a big business they couldn't ask for more. American goods were cheap; although the quality couldn't be guaranteed too much, fortunately, the "Supplementary Agreement on Quality Assurance" between the People's Party and the Yankees was relatively strict on this. The Yankees needed to provide maintenance training. Americans in this era didn't care about things like so-called intellectual property rights at all. As long as the People's Party could guarantee payment, the Yankees were willing to help the People's Party build several schools and provide teachers for these schools. They were even willing to let students of the People's Party study in American universities at very favorable prices.

Chen Ke was now working in Hefei with the Mobile Central General Office. After listening to Chen Ke introduce the cooperation being negotiated with the United States, You Gou, Qin Tongren, Kong Zhang, and other leading cadres of the Commission of Science, Technology, and Industry for National Defense all frowned or gritted their teeth tightly.

"Can we afford this money?" You Gou's question was very straightforward.

"Can the Americans build it?" Qin Tongren's consideration focus was very different.

"Can we make our own supporting equipment? The demand for electricity for this is not generally large. These existing generators are simply not enough. Especially that refrigeration, electric motors must be used..." Kong Zhang, on the contrary, had a face full of excitement. Originally, he thought the People's Party needing talents in the power generation industry was the impulse of laymen who didn't understand industry. After arriving at the base area, Kong Zhang felt his momentary impulse was simply too right. The base area gave this electrical engineer such a broad space; he had endless energy every day, and he also talked the most.

"Comrade Kong Zhang, let's discuss details later." Qin Tongren interrupted Kong Zhang's words. Disregarding Kong Zhang's face full of stifled discomfort, Qin Tongren turned his head and said, "Chairman Chen, I think it might be better to import these things from Germany."

"As far as I know, Germany already has this kind of equipment. But the Germans don't have enough for their own use; it's impossible for them to sell to us. Even if they sell, they will ask for a sky-high price. We don't have that much money to give to the Germans. On the contrary, the Americans urgently need export opportunities for these industrial products now, and they have a great demand for products like raw silk. We can do this business with the Americans."

What everyone was discussing was not the factory of the railway system, but the synthetic ammonia production line that Chen Ke cared about most.

Synthetic ammonia was a most advanced technology in 1909 now. This didn't refer to how complex the molecular formula was, but the reaction equipment from hydrogen production, nitrogen production, to synthetic ammonia. Industrial synthetic ammonia needed to use coal and water to produce hydrogen, produce nitrogen through air liquefaction, and react hydrogen and nitrogen to produce synthetic ammonia. This whole set of systems involved temperatures from hundreds of degrees below zero to high temperatures and high pressures of hundreds of degrees above zero.

Equations and physical principles were all there; theoretically, it wasn't complex at all. The returned students in the base area's industrial department could understand it. In recent years, the gas internal combustion engines produced by the base area imitating foreign hot-bulb engines used coal gas as fuel, so there was a certain foundation for coal chemical industry practice. Mechanical production and processing were also blank slates in the base area again. With more than a year of practical training at Hanyang Iron Works, the base area even had its own understanding of the coal-iron complex.

Precisely because they had a certain understanding, the comrades could understand that this set of synthetic ammonia production lines proposed by Chen Ke could be said to be at the pinnacle of heavy chemical industry in 1909. This production line needed to condense the most advanced technologies of this era into one. It wasn't something the few factories the base area owned now could produce just because they wanted to. This was a project that required the overall integration of almost all industrial categories of 1909 to achieve. Given the current conditions of the base area, there wouldn't be more than twenty people who could fully understand the industrialization difficulty of the basic projects involved in this project.

"Chairman Chen, our Commission of Science, Technology, and Industry for National Defense has reached the point where no one is available. The spread is so big, there are so many projects; to engage in scientific research and development, we really don't have this spare capacity. Primary school students were snatched up long ago. Now we count the days eagerly every day, just waiting for the first batch of junior high school students to hurry up and graduate to enter various factories. Working while interning is fine." Qin Tongren's words were very pitiful. His implication was, don't engage in such advanced stuff first.

The People's Party attached extreme importance to education. Since starting to set up a universal education system in the "Labor Camp" in 1906, the first batch of nearly thirty thousand graduates of various ages with primary school diplomas had graduated. The youngest of this group of students who got the four-year primary school diploma was only 9 years old. The oldest one was Feng Xu, already 67 years old this year. Of course, because Feng Xu had relatively deep cultural knowledge himself, he had now passed the second-year junior high school curriculum exam. The old man was in high spirits and still hoped to finish university courses in his lifetime and get a regular science and engineering undergraduate university diploma.

Older primary school graduates were already key manpower demand objects in the localities. Because of their "relatively high cultural level," many passed exams to enter many government departments and become "temporary workers." But to enter a factory, one had to be a junior high school student no matter what. What surprised Chen Ke was that Qin Tongren actually held the same view. Qin Tongren admired the junior high school textbooks compiled by Chen Ke very much. He firmly believed that without the level of junior high school graduation, this group of people entering factories would be a disaster. So Qin Tongren had a fanatical support for the People's Party's compulsory education system. He even insisted that You Gou issue a death order within the Commission of Science, Technology, and Industry for National Defense: "Any employee of the Commission of Science, Technology, and Industry for National Defense who has children at home not receiving compulsory education shall not be promoted in position or have their salary raised."

Moreover, Qin Tongren's fanaticism for industry even led him to suggest not considering building liberal arts universities for the next twenty years.

"I can understand that comrades have concerns, but the problem now is that the synthetic ammonia production line is very important to us. Through the practice of these few years, everyone has seen the problem of nitrogen, phosphorus, and potassium in the land, right?" Chen Ke explained.

"Yes." The comrades at the meeting all nodded.

"To let the farmland of the four provinces use synthetic ammonia fertilizer in large quantities, the output needs to be nearly ten million tons. It doesn't need to be considered within twenty years. But what if this amount is used in various seed bases?" Chen Ke said.

"Hmm?" Now the comrades immediately became interested.

Although Chen Ke also had strong fantasies of producing millions of tons of synthetic ammonia annually within twenty years, a simple calculation with pen and paper showed it was completely impossible. But actual work provided Chen Ke with a line of thought. It was impossible to implement universal synthetic ammonia and nitrogen-phosphorus-potassium balanced land transformation on a large scale, but it could be done on a smaller scale. The three pillars supporting modern agriculture—improved seeds, chemical fertilizers, and pesticides—the latter two could adopt local methods according to local conditions, while the breeding of improved seeds could rely on agricultural schools. Not a big investment, small patches of fertile land, gathered technical personnel, and experienced old farmers—these could all be realized within the base area.

Without chemical fertilizer, even with Yuan Longping's super rice, the fertility of the land couldn't possibly provide enough nutrition. High-quality seeds require harsh growth and cultivation environments; this is the reason why grain produced by many improved seeds on ordinary land cannot be kept for seeds. The output of the synthetic ammonia production line is not large; even if it is only 50,000 tons a year, it can guarantee the supply of the improved seed production bases within the base area.

"Then Chairman Chen, after doing this, how much do you think the yield per mu can reach?" You Gou didn't understand agriculture, so she was very curious about this question.

"Carry out farmland water conservancy construction on a large scale, fully popularize improved seeds. Plus the coordination of local chemical fertilizers and local pesticides. I think there is still hope for three hundred catties per mu, right?" Chen Ke replied. Fengtai County and the surrounding areas had preliminarily completed these three, and the average yield per mu had reached or approached the level of 200 catties. If it was sweet potatoes, corn, and alfalfa, the yield was much higher. If not for the efforts of this old base area, the People's Party simply wouldn't be enough to support more than 60,000 troops fighting for years.

"What? 300 catties?" Kong Zhang shouted. His family was known as Kong Ten Thousand Mu, and the yield per mu in Northern Jiangsu was just over a hundred catties. Kong Zhang knew the concept of doubling the harvest better than anyone.

"But will we be deceived by the Americans?" Qin Tongren was very worried. The most commonly used words in the Commission of Science, Technology, and Industry for National Defense in recent years were "matching" and "industrial chain." The industrial chain driven by Chen Ke's synthetic ammonia production line itself was amazing. Even considering only these factories themselves, air separation equipment not only separated nitrogen; the use of oxygen in industry was also extremely broad. Especially steel plate cutting in ship manufacturing required a large amount of oxygen. If a breakthrough could be achieved in welding, the People's Party could build all-metal structure inland river dual-use ships themselves. As for more profound things, such as producing nitric acid using synthetic ammonia under high temperature and high pressure, and then producing various nitro-explosives, these were just very simple equations.

"I am also worried about this problem, so someone needs to go to the United States to supervise this matter." Chen Ke said with a bitter smile, "By the way, you few here don't have time to go to the United States, so don't think about it. But you have to find me a candidate, someone who understands chemistry and can't be a bookworm."

Chen Ke didn't dare to tell the trap he left for the Americans. The route of the synthetic ammonia catalyst in this era was wrong, so the Germans' earliest temperature was 600 degrees instead of the 500 degrees of the iron catalyst. Chen Ke really wanted to play a little trick on this. Not to mention that Hou's soda process could provide a large amount of high-quality soda ash. The heavy chemical industry is an industry where if you don't have it, you don't. Once you have it, it is a hugely profitable industry. Chen Ke couldn't easily fantasize about counterattacking the European and American markets with high-quality soda ash. But there was no pressure to dominate the Asian market. Although taking a huge risk, Chen Ke felt this risk was worth it.

"Chairman Chen, if you are determined to do it, we have nothing to say. But are you sure you want to engage in these now?" Qin Tongren asked.

"For industry, your starting point must be high. If the starting point is too low, it is too easy to be eliminated." Chen Ke spoke seemingly simple common sense. But this was also Chen Ke viewing this problem as a time traveler. At least the synthetic ammonia production line is an industry that China spent great effort researching. Including air compression, separation, and corresponding "high-temperature and high-pressure welding," as well as the steel industry, these were also quite booming industries in China in the twenty-first century a hundred years later. These could be said to be absolutely correct investment directions.

On the contrary, for the steam engine, a seemingly hot industrial sector, Chen Ke didn't invest too much effort. If it weren't for the necessity of using reciprocating steam as large-scale power equipment now, and involving the application of gas turbines in large thermal power stations and large warship engines, Chen Ke actually really wanted to cut the steam engine major from the financial budget of the Commission of Science, Technology, and Industry for National Defense.

"Still the same words, is there enough money? The investment in Tianjin Machinery Bureau was too big. I see the base area's current investment intensity is even greater. What if the supporting equipment can't keep up?" Qin Tongren took this to heart. Heavy industry investment is large, and returns are slow. Not only equipment, heavy industry also requires a large amount of educated labor. It takes ten years to grow trees, but a hundred years to rear people. The comprehensive education system of the base area was once questioned privately by many comrades, but the Commission of Science, Technology, and Industry for National Defense never questioned it.

Because some cadres of the Commission of Science, Technology, and Industry for National Defense were originally from Beiyang, Yuan Shikai tried every means to send people to persuade these people to return to serve Beiyang through various channels. The person who came to persuade even offered an amazing price to Qin Tongren. Yuan Shikai promised that he would rebuild the Tianjin Machinery Bureau. Once Qin Tongren returned to Beiyang, Yuan Shikai was willing to appoint Qin Tongren as the Director of the Tianjin Machinery Bureau. Regarding the earnest persuasion of this relative, Qin Tongren just asked about the issue of compulsory education in the north and how the curriculum was arranged, seemingly chatting. After determining that Yuan Shikai simply didn't carry out comprehensive compulsory education, let alone modern compulsory education including mathematics, physics, and chemistry, Qin Tongren politely but firmly refused the relative's persuasion.

Sending away the relative, Qin Tongren gathered the old brothers who came from the north together. Under his questioning, many people admitted that Beiyang sent people to lobby. Some people even frankly admitted they were moved, but everyone was looking at Qin Tongren's attitude. If Qin Tongren was willing to take the lead, they were willing to return to their hometown in the north.

Facing the trust of the comrades, Qin Tongren also frankly expressed his attitude, "If everyone wants to go back to be an official, I suggest everyone go back now. I brought comrades out together, so I can't delay comrades from getting promoted and getting rich. If comrades feel that the conditions in the base area are still acceptable, and everyone really wants to do things, then I suggest everyone stay here. Our own night school also studies junior and senior high school textbooks; everyone knows what this course teaches. In just three years, tens of thousands of junior high school graduates can join the factories every year. What kind of situation will that be? Beiyang wants to achieve this; it will take at least six or seven years. Six or seven years later, the science and engineering university graduates in our base area will have graduated. What kind of result will it be for Beiyang to compare a group of junior high students and university liberal arts students with our science and engineering university students? I won't go. But I still advise everyone, if you want to get promoted and get rich, go now; there are plenty of opportunities. If you want to get things done, then completely cut off this thought and bury your head here to work for a lifetime."

After Qin Tongren's analysis, half of the comrades who originally came to Anhui with Qin Tongren either accepted Beiyang's persuasion or wanted to go back to try their luck. Qin Tongren personally found Chen Ke to explain this matter. Chen Ke was not only not angry but instead praised Qin Tongren's attitude as very correct. "Everyone has their own aspirations; a twisted melon is not sweet. Everyone is willing to leave, and leave so openly and aboveboard; I am very happy. Hold a farewell party for everyone. We will provide travel expenses for those who decide to leave. In addition to wages, each person will be given a bonus. Comrades have worked hard these past few years."

Comrades from the People's Internal Affairs Committee were very worried that these people would tell Yuan Shikai the actual situation of the base area. Chen Ke smiled bitterly: "If they really want to sell us out, they can sell us anyway. Forcing them not to leave, they might sell more happily and destroy more fiercely because of resentment. At that time, these people would become time bombs instead. And from another angle, it's not a bad thing that they leave and vacate some positions. Everyone doesn't need to consider means like intercepting and killing halfway either. Beiyang's equipment is better than ours; we can defeat Beiyang definitely not because of equipment. As for the tactics of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army, they are only suitable for the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army. It's fine if Beiyang doesn't learn them; I'm afraid it will be even worse after learning."

The Commission of Science, Technology, and Industry for National Defense didn't have any particularly good treatment originally, and packing luggage was convenient. To show that they absolutely didn't take away the People's Party's secrets, this group of comrades who broke away actively showed their luggage to Qin Tongren when leaving to clearly indicate they didn't take a single piece of paper. At the farewell party, Chen Ke warmly praised the contributions of these comrades in recent years, wishing them a smooth journey and a better life after returning to Beijing. Finally, Chen Ke hoped that after these comrades returned to Beijing, they would send a telegram to the base area to report their safety, so that the comrades remaining in the base area could rest assured.

They took the land route, first to Wuhan, then by car back to Beijing. Ten days later, first came the safety telegrams from these people, and then the letters from these people reached Qin Tongren's hands. Only then did Qin Tongren truly rest assured. Chen Ke was so benevolent and righteous; Qin Tongren was also determined to work in the base area. So he was known for his caution in usual speeches. Anyway, there was absolutely no lack of radicals in the Commission of Science, Technology, and Industry for National Defense.

For the supporting equipment problem emphasized by Qin Tongren, Chen Ke didn't have any special good solution either. "Wait for foreign countries to build the factories, and we will learn to build them. Our state-owned enterprises are good in this point; the state covers the operation. Don't care if this investment is losing money or making money now. As long as comrades can do their jobs well, earn it back in the short term or earn it back in the long term, it can all be earned back."

You Gou and Qin Tongren could both access the base area's financial budget and agreed very much with this judgment.

"Gentlemen are all comrades we trust. Everyone controls the industrial development of the base area. The development of the base area is not just building some factories, teaching some students, training some workers. The base area is even more a brand new socialist system construction. Everyone is an equal laborer, not an exploiter, let alone a feudal lord who draws a circle on the ground as a prison. Nor is it eating from a big pot of rice, egalitarianism, or drifting along. Laborers are creators. In labor, we not only created social commodities, but we also created ourselves and created our own social value..." Chen Ke didn't speak fast; actually, he also had some doubts. Labor creates individual social value; Chen Ke could still grasp this part. But what the realization of social value, or rather the cashing of social value, relied on, Chen Ke couldn't be sure now either. Undoubtedly, at the present stage, "dedication" was the value that an awakened laborer should have. Regarding dedication, Chen Ke had this confidence in himself; in the People's Party, the political organization that dedicated the most to China, he dared to say he dedicated the most. But this wasn't based on Chen Ke's values, but on Chen Ke's faith and sense of mission.

But this doesn't mean other faiths are wrong. Since social value is created, cashing social value is also part of justice. Then the only problem lies in everyone's view and attitude towards the state, this tool of class rule. Kissinger once had a comment in his book that surprised Chen Ke quite a bit: "When China encounters danger, there is always a group of people who will stand up, put the country's interests before personal interests, and do everything they can to save this country."

The predecessors who established New China were undoubtedly such a group of people. But the strong light emitted by this team of Puritans could also create thick shadows. When those who didn't consider dedication as their faith mixed into this team "chanting dedication" and used their methods to seek status and benefits for themselves, the darkness created was truly shocking. Thinking of these people, Chen Ke didn't think he necessarily had a chance of winning.

Seeing Chen Ke stop speaking, You Gou and Qin Tongren both felt a bit strange. You Gou had followed Chen Ke for a long time; she had already vaguely guessed Chen Ke's thoughts. However, it was Qin Tongren who spoke first, "Chairman Chen, contributing to national construction at this time is seeking welfare for oneself. I was very touched after reading your article on laborers and vulgar tastes. When selecting cadres, I also pay great attention to this. Any worker who likes labor, or believes that only through labor can a happy life be obtained, can understand the entire work process faster. And judging from my contacts and conversations, everyone is willing to work for the country. It's just that regarding when to cash in the happy life, some hope earlier, and some hope later."

You Gou didn't expect Qin Tongren to speak of this problem first. She also laughed, "Chairman Chen, you just think too much. Now whoever doesn't work well in the factory and wants to drift along, then go home and farm. Don't worry, we check very strictly."

Chen Ke didn't want to criticize this answer full of urban flavor either. You Gou was undoubtedly using institutional methods to maintain industrial development.

"How to cash social value is a big problem. But no matter what, revolutionaries first oppose exploitation. They support equality. And if such people are willing to become laborers, we must select them. This is the current urgent task. Regarding industrial development, the Commission of Science, Technology, and Industry for National Defense has done a good job. But for the explosive development later, comrades must be fully mentally prepared. The experience we have accumulated must become part of the scientific system. Not only should science form guidance for practice, but practice should also verify and improve science in reverse. I'll make it clear first; I am a person who opposes academic tyrants." Chen Ke couldn't help laughing at the end.

You Gou didn't laugh after listening. "Chairman Chen, I think for this synthetic ammonia matter, it's better to let Wang Bin go. He studied electrical engineering and stayed in foreign firms for so long. It's not easy for Americans to cheat him. It just depends on whether you are willing to let him go. In commercial negotiations, indeed no one can surpass Wang Bin."

Chen Ke thought about it; among the people currently on hand, the only one he could rest assured about was Wang Bin. "Okay, he will also participate in the talk with the Americans this time. Once this issue can be finalized, we will let Wang Bin go."

Chen Ke really didn't expect that there were actually British people coming with the American representatives. From the innocent eyes of the American representative, Chen Ke could guess that the British side had exerted enormous pressure. After all, Britain possessed an overwhelming advantage in the shipping of the Yangtze River. If the British really made trouble in it, the Americans absolutely couldn't withstand it.

In this meeting, the British representatives finally knew where the People's Party's industrial sulfuric acid came from. They immediately contacted Chen Ke privately during the meeting break. The British representative "generously" stated that if the People's Party was willing to use pyrite mines as collateral, Britain could issue a special loan to the People's Party, and both sides would sign an agreement to purchase a full set of British pyrite processing and related acidic ore smelting equipment.

Even though Chen Ke was daring, he was frightened by this suggestion. Actually, in Europe and the United States, let alone mortgaging mines, even mortgaging customs duties was a common thing. But in China, these were treaties the Manchu Qing government was forced to sign after being beaten into China by foreign countries. This was forfeiting sovereignty and humiliating the country. Chen Ke dared to negotiate peace with Yuan Shikai because he knew he could still hold the fort with his prestige. But if Chen Ke dared to mortgage the mines, whatever he said would be useless.

No matter how attractive this suggestion was, Chen Ke still resolutely refused.

The British representative was not discouraged either. He continued to ask, "We see your side is working on internal combustion engines. Our Asiatic Petroleum Company can provide fuel to your side at a very favorable price. I wonder if your side is willing to negotiate?"

"We only have so many things we can export now. Does your side think we have any other products that can be used for export to maintain trade balance?" Chen Ke asked back.

"We want to purchase more bleaching powder." The British representative replied.

The base area started producing bleaching powder once it had chlorine, but now it wasn't enough for its own use. Chen Ke truly didn't want to sell it to the British. Moreover, petroleum was a consumer good. Indigenous oil refining could be started, but the base area simply didn't have the manpower to do it. But looking at the eager eyes of the British representative, Chen Ke said helplessly, "How about this, let's talk about importing your side's generator technology. What do you think?"

The American representative finally finished talking about the steel plant business with Chen Ke, and the British representative also gained something. After resting at night, the American representative secretly began private negotiations with Chen Ke.

Upon hearing that Chen Ke actually wanted to build a synthetic ammonia production line with Americans, the American representative was first stunned like a chicken being strangled by the neck, and then couldn't help holding his belly and laughing loudly.

Chen Ke felt the Yankee looked down on him. He frowned slightly and said, "If you are unwilling, we can cooperate with the British. The British representative is just outside."

"Misunderstanding, misunderstanding." The American representative finally held back his laughter. "I really didn't expect it to be such a business."

"Do you not believe me?" Chen Ke asked curiously.

"If Mr. Chen didn't have strength, you couldn't have won the Nobel Prize. I absolutely believe you on this point. How do you plan to cooperate?" The American representative asked with a face full of excitement.

"First, it must be a company with power in chemical equipment in the United States. Companies without power cannot build high-temperature and high-pressure equipment. Second, I will apply for a patent in the United States. Third, this patent will belong to a company we jointly fund and build. Fourth, once the experiment is preliminarily completed, we will start building factories in the United States and Asia simultaneously. After the process is determined, equipment production begins and is shipped to us. We want to order ten sets. Fifth, except for self-use equipment, the prices of equipment and synthetic ammonia products sold externally must implement monopolistic pricing." Chen Ke stated his requirements in one breath.

"What about the share ratio? Sales method? Dividend method? You must know that we need a lot, a lot of effort to open up the American market and the European market." The American representative said excitedly.

"We pay for the initial experiment. For shares, we exchange the patent for 20% of the company's shares. We will invest more to buy another 20% of the shares. As for the dividend mode, we will try our best to specify purchasing equipment. What do you think?"

The negotiation between the two sides went on for most of the night, and a result was roughly discussed. Chen Ke didn't require the other party to fund the experiment, only requiring the other party to provide equipment at a low price. The following things were much easier to handle. Since Chen Ke was so sincere, the other party also stated that they could first carry out trial production on credit. But the premise was that unless it failed completely in the end, Chen Ke could not contact any other enterprise about this matter.

It seemed the American representative was unwilling to let the British take advantage. Chen Ke suddenly felt that the British guy following forcibly this time was actually a good thing. But given the greed and cruelty of Americans, Chen Ke began to worry about Wang Bin's safety again.
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Descartes once said, "If a person cannot make a decision, it is either because the desire is too great or because the awareness is not enough."

Despite repeated exhortations and sending a very reliable guard, Chen Ke still felt uneasy in his heart. This was his first time conducting such cooperation with foreign countries. Theoretically, Chen Ke wasn't actually afraid of Americans cheating him, because the Chinese market, which foreign countries couldn't open with guns and cannons, finally had a huge opening now. Neither the United States nor Britain cared whether they were selling consumer goods or mechanical equipment to China.

But Chen Ke also had his own distress, which was what was often called the "investment environment" after the Reform and Opening Up. When the Commission of Science, Technology, and Industry for National Defense discussed it, Kong Zhang excitedly proposed the power generation equipment issue. Actually, this consideration was not excessive. Transportation, water supply, power supply, and a full set of industrial supporting systems—this was simply a nightmare. To solve these things, it was necessary to increase production capacity with greater intensity, but increasing production capacity could only be done by importing with greater intensity. Before the base area could solve the self-manufacturing of heavy industrial equipment, this was a dead loop. This was the pain of being controlled by others.

At this point, Chen Ke had no other way. Factories couldn't be built in a day, and teams with scientific research capabilities couldn't be taught in a year. Chen Ke could only say to himself repeatedly like hypnosis: "Bread will be there, milk will be there, everything will be there."

At least when the three representatives of the People's Party delegation who went to Beijing to attend the Constitutional Conference entered Chen Ke's office, Chen Ke was relieving his annoyance in this way.

Seeing Chen Ke rubbing his temples with his hands and muttering something, Yan Fu, Feng Xu, and Shang Yuan were all startled. Chen Ke usually never showed this kind of dilemma. "Chairman Chen, what are you thinking about?" Yan Fu asked.

"I'm thinking about what exactly to sell," Chen Ke answered casually. Only after saying this did he realize it. He opened his eyes and saw the delegation standing in front of him. Chen Ke hurriedly stood up, "The three of you are back; you've worked hard."

Shang Yuan took out a thick stack of documents from his satchel. "This is the main stuff; more is outside."

Several people sat down and talked about the parliament issue. Up to now, the three didn't hold any optimistic estimates about overthrowing the Manchu Qing.

Shang Yuan reported the discussion of the three-person delegation on the train. "Although Yuan Shikai gave quite favorable conditions and gave the current Viceroys and Governors two years, the Viceroys and Governors simply don't believe Yuan Shikai. No matter how much pressure we put on the Viceroys and Governors, it is impossible for them to demand the overthrow of the Manchu Qing now. As long as that Little Emperor Xuantong is still on stage, the Viceroys and Governors feel much more at ease..."

Chen Ke nodded slightly; this was human nature. The Manchu Qing had actually fallen. Yuan Shikai wanted to use the Manchu Qing, and the Viceroys and Governors naturally also wanted to make final use of the orphans and widows in the Forbidden City. This had nothing to do with being royalist or not; this was a struggle for personal interests.

After everyone reached a consensus, Chen Ke asked the three to summarize the situation in Beijing and make a concluding report.

After reporting the work, none of the three meant to leave; obviously, they all wanted to talk with Chen Ke privately. Everyone was a smart person; in this silence, they knew the others' thoughts. Yan Fu and Feng Xu stood up and indicated they would go next door to write the report first.

As soon as they went out, Shang Yuan said, "Chairman Chen, I want to go to the grassroots level to work for a while." This was Shang Yuan's recent thought. After being enlightened by his teacher Li Hongqi, Shang Yuan made up his mind to start from the most basic level and make up for his experience properly.

Listening to Shang Yuan recount his insights, Chen Ke felt happy again. Chen Ke also had a relatively similar process of awakening. The two talked about some common feelings and both sighed with emotion. Although Mr. Li Hongqi said that Chen Ke also had the experience of being deeply stuck in the darkness of human nature, Chen Ke walked out. Shang Yuan originally didn't quite believe it, but after talking with Chen Ke, Shang Yuan found his teacher's judgment was not wrong at all. Arrogance, laziness, opportunism, stubbornness, sophistry. Although Chen Ke was much younger than Shang Yuan, he had done many more wrong things than Shang Yuan. And such a Chen Ke solved these problems through labor, which further strengthened Shang Yuan's belief in working at the grassroots level.

"Comrade Shang Yuan, if you had this idea when you just went to Shandong, that would have been even better. Now I want to tell you, you cannot go to work at the grassroots level. You must work well for me in the position of Secretary of the Huaihai Provincial Party Committee." There was a certain attitude of reassurance in Chen Ke's voice.

"Why?" Shang Yuan was greatly surprised. Since Shang Yuan lacked grassroots experience, he should go to the grassroots to make up for the experience now. He could now be sure that Chen Ke was not an emotional person, so it couldn't be that Chen Ke was acting out of appeasement to save face for Shang Yuan. After the self-righteousness in his heart was weakened a lot, the attitude of humility and prudence naturally gained the upper hand. Shang Yuan pursued with a question, "Why arrange it like this?"

"People say do what you are familiar with, not what you are unfamiliar with. Comrade Shang Yuan, you lack grassroots experience now, which means you won't do well if you go to the grassroots now. If it were before, when your view was not quite correct, you would misunderstand grassroots work. Now your attitude is correct, and misunderstandings about the grassroots have decreased. As long as you encounter problems, go to the grassroots to look more and learn more from frontline comrades. This can solve the problem. And other comrades in Huaihai Province lack the experience of viewing problems from the perspective of a province. On this point, they have to learn from you. I repeatedly emphasize democratic centralism, criticism and self-criticism. Now that you have this understanding, you might as well go back and hold a meeting, report your understanding to the comrades, and carry out a criticism and self-criticism. You will find that the mistakes you made, many people make. So our People's Party needs to hold meetings; the purpose of meetings is not to see others' jokes, but to solve problems. The first key point of Seeking Truth from Facts is to face the facts and admit the facts. You are getting excited yourself now and preparing to quit (leave the burden); this attitude is wrong."

Although the wording was different from Teacher Li Hongqi's, Shang Yuan knew that Chen Ke's attitude was exactly the same as Li Hongqi's. "Then Chairman Chen, can you make some suggestions based on my biggest problem now?"

"Many comrades, especially comrades who have read books, easily fall into a misunderstanding. They think there is an absolutely correct appearance in the world. They think that changing the appearance of the world before them according to this so-called absolutely correct appearance will make everything fine. This is wrong. In this world, if we say everyone has the same thing, that is life. We want to eat, wear clothes, and develop. All this revolves around real life. Above all this, there is the concept of laborers, the concept of anti-exploitation, and the concept of the socialist system. But the purpose of establishing these concepts is to guide everyone to live better. Not to let the People's Party risk their lives for these concepts. Do you think our common people in China are stupid? Look back at all our successes; which one didn't make the people live a better life?"

Criticized like this, Shang Yuan not only didn't feel ashamed or angry, but instead felt that a brand new world suddenly unfolded before his eyes. Things that couldn't be understood or touched before became accessible at this moment.

Chen Ke knew this feeling of access. When he struggled to crawl out of the various chains that bound him tightly, he also felt this free and cheerful pleasure. That was the pleasure of breaking free from the heavy burden on the soul. If all hardships were imposed by the outside world, then there would be no hurdle that couldn't be passed.

"Comrade Shang Yuan, the eyes of the people are sharp. Because the people don't have the unrealistic fantasies of scholars, because their cognition of interests is clear. This is the greatness of the Chinese people. The Chinese people love labor, but they won't work for nothing without promoting the improvement of their own interests. In life, everyone seeks truth from facts. No matter what you say with your mouth, as a revolutionary, or at least someone who claims to be a revolutionary, if you cannot truly guarantee the people's interests and let the people be liberated, then the people will absolutely not support you."

After saying this, seeing Shang Yuan listening as if drunk and mesmerized, Chen Ke hurriedly corrected, "However, serving the people is not buying the people with interests. Social development has its own laws; the basis for promoting social development is productive forces. We People's Party members want to devote ourselves to this revolution because we recognize this social law. In the process of revolution, constantly deepen the understanding of this social law, and constantly revise and adjust our policies according to the status quo. This is not pushing down the original Confucian god statue and then setting up a new socialist god statue."

It seemed Shang Yuan couldn't completely understand to this extent for a moment. Chen Ke didn't blame Shang Yuan's comprehension ability. Chen Ke himself spent a lot of effort to understand this key point. However, there was a sentence Chen Ke felt he had to say.

"Comrade Shang Yuan, the 'Internationale' sings that there has never been a savior. Our People's Party comrades basically believe that there is no savior outside our People's Party. However, I personally think that quite a few comrades regard our People's Party, or themselves, as saviors. And 'there has never been a savior,' the original intention of this saying is that others are not saviors, and we ourselves aren't either. Please be sure to keep this in mind."

After finishing the talk with Shang Yuan, Yan Fu and Feng Xu came in together. "Chairman Chen, the students of our normal school have all gone to schools in various places to be teachers. But the number of teachers is still not enough. We think whether we should recruit a batch of Xiucai (scholars who passed the imperial examination at the county level) and the like from the folk to be teachers temporarily."

"Resolutely no." Chen Ke refused immediately. "The basic concept of the People's Party is anti-exploitation and wanting equality. The basic idea of Xiucai is order between young and old, distinction between noble and base. We talk about discipline because discipline is the institutional guarantee for completing social production, not a standard for dividing people into ranks. We try to pull the children out of the old era; this is already exhausting our efforts. If you let this bunch of Xiucai teach, what do you think they can teach?"

Feng Xu couldn't accept it a bit. "Chairman Chen, the problems you mentioned exist. But Xiucai are not that unbearable. I see Comrade Ren Qiying's father, Comrade Ren Yugang, doesn't have this problem."

Chen Ke was amused by these words. "I heard a bit about Comrade Ren Yugang's matter; he actively moved closer to our party. And he was originally a schoolteacher, and what he pursues now is still being a schoolteacher. But what does that bunch of Xiucai pursue? They pursue being officials. Where do we have officials for them to be?"

Criticized by Chen Ke like this, although Feng Xu was cultivated, he was also a bit embarrassed. Chen Ke didn't want to strike Feng Xu too much; he laughed, "Mr. Feng, you are a laborer. The major you chose is liberal arts. So whether writing books, teaching, or going on diplomatic missions, these are all things covered by your major. You go to do things. Most Xiucai want results, want status. The purpose of their reading books is to get rid of hard labor. They and you are not on the same path at all. Mental labor is actually harder than physical labor. In terms of mental labor, you should be very experienced."

Yan Fu was an educator, and Feng Xu was an old scholar and bureaucrat proficient in worldly affairs. Hearing Chen Ke say this, although they felt Chen Ke was inevitably a bit radical, the logic was correct.

Feng Xu said, "Chairman Chen, it is I, the old man, who didn't consider it thoroughly. I acted too hastily. Since there are no normal school affairs recently, I also want to apply to go to a middle school to teach and give classes."

"Mr. Feng, I'm afraid it can't be as you wish," Chen Ke replied. "Recently we captured several provinces. You also know that our People's Party's local work requires a large amount of information. For the officials captured in Anhui, we set up an Anhui Literature and History Museum. It is to translate the geography and history of Anhui in history into modern Chinese. I don't oppose you reading books, but work comes first. You either take on the role of organizer of our literature and history museums in various places and utilize that group of captured officials. Or go to the History Department of Anhui University to be a department head and start training a batch of people who can undertake translation work. This is a big matter; I'm not at ease if someone like you isn't responsible for it."

Feng Xu finally chose the position of Director of the Literature and History Office. After solving Feng Xu's matter, Yan Fu raised his question. "Chairman Chen, since we already have ports, should we rebuild the navy?"

"Mr. Yan, don't you want to be the Minister of Education anymore?" Chen Ke felt a wave of dizziness.

Yan Fu replied seriously, "Wenqing, you know. I have worked in the navy all my life. Not working in the navy for these ten years was only because fate played tricks on people. Now that the base area has taken shape, I talked with Yuan Xiangcheng (Yuan Shikai) a few times, and everyone thinks the national situation has begun to stabilize, and the possibility of war starting again is not high. I really want to go back to the navy. As the saying goes, prepare for a rainy day. It is also a good time for us to build the navy now."

Chen Ke rubbed his temples. The navy indeed had to be built. But listening to Yan Fu's meaning, he wanted to build a real blue-water navy, not an inland river navy. This required considerable investment. "Then where do you plan to set the school site?" Chen Ke asked.

"I want to set it in Lianyungang." Yan Fu said decisively.

"No. It's okay to be close to Lianyungang, so set it in Xuzhou. Establish a shipping school first."

"If it's a shipping school, it's better to set it in Wuhan." It seemed Yan Fu already had his own ideas.

"Alright. Let's do it this way." Chen Ke agreed to Yan Fu's request.

After handling several recent matters, Chen Ke led the Mobile Central General Office all the way west, continuing the mission of mobile office work.

Since Yuan Shikai returned to Beijing to seize power at the beginning of the year, the military pressure on the People's Party dropped sharply. The original Fengtai County Central Committee was also in a state of disassembly. The cadre framework needed for four provinces was far larger than imagined. Jiangxi Province was now under pure military control. Hua Xiongmao and He Zudao formed a team, and the 104th and 105th Divisions and the Fourth Army Headquarters moved entirely to Jiangxi.

Shandong Province was slightly better, in a semi-military control state. The Fifth Army was formed with the original forces of the Shandong Base Area; Chai Qingguo served as the Commander, and Chen Tianhua served as the Military Commissar.

The situation in Hubei was complex. Lu Huitian served as the Provincial Party Secretary, taking away nearly half of Anhui's original framework.

As for Anhui itself, an almost completely new team was constructed. Qi Huishen served as Provincial Party Secretary, Yuwen Badu acted as Governor, and young Ren Qiying served as Director of the General Office of the Provincial Party Committee.

And Chen Ke himself led a Mobile Central General Office composed of a group of graduates from the Party School, Cadre School, and Military Academy, and began mobile office work in various places. People say "taking a chicken feather as a warrant arrow" (treating a trivial matter as a serious command); in this important transition period of the People's Party, it was instead "taking a warrant arrow as a chicken feather" (treating serious commands lightly? Or perhaps handling great power lightly/flexibly). Chen Ke himself didn't know whether doing this was right or not. But historical experience really made him feel it wouldn't work if he didn't go see it personally.

Grandpa Mao hated the Soviet bureaucratic system extremely all his life. Although he fought with the United States for more than twenty years, Grandpa Mao hoped very much to establish a good relationship with the United States, even strategic cooperation. This was the vision of a grand strategist and also an extremely wise decision. Taizong's (Deng Xiaoping's) policy, rather than being his original creation, was better described as a continuation of Grandpa Mao's line. At least when Nixon visited China in 1972, it was the line formulated by Grandpa Mao, and the specific negotiations were grasped by the Premier. From "Farewell, Leighton Stuart" in 1949 to Nixon's visit to China in 1972, the interval was only 23 years. Many of the peers of the Republic were not even married. In just these 23 years, China leaped from a poor and weak agricultural country that was destitute and ignored by everyone to a regional power possessing nuclear bombs and hydrogen bombs and constructing a preliminary industrial foundation. And in several confrontations with the United States, the Republic was not at a disadvantage at all.

Even after Grandpa Mao passed away, China's leadership did not fall into the hands of those local forces of the old era. Having experienced the shock of large-scale movements, an industrial bureaucratic group unprecedented in human history rose. Essentially different from the characteristic of other bureaucratic groups relying on local cultural strata, the Republic's bureaucratic group itself was an advanced cultural group, mastering advanced ideology, culture, science, and education. It dominated the country's economy and system, covering almost all fields. It completely overwhelmed localism and so-called "public intellectuals."

The One-Child Policy cut off the material possibility of the bureaucratic group making power hereditary and forming powerful families. The unified education system nationwide, and even the constantly improving civil service system, ensured sufficient openness for this powerful state machine.

Of course, if one demands a secular civilian government with the template of a pure and flawless angel, it will naturally make this secular civilian government look filthy. But if looked at from the angle of comparing rottenness, this system is still the least rotten in the world.

Chen Ke never thought the bureaucratic group was the original sin; bureaucrats are also people, and everyone has to live. The focus of the contradiction between bureaucrats and the people is the distribution system. Moreover, Chen Ke always believed that power overriding capital is one of the greatest justices in human political history. A true communist can naturally evaluate the limitations of various systems. But one should admit the basis for the existence of these systems. Fantasizing about a savior-like government first proves only one's own degeneration.

Therefore, how to strive to promote the Party organization and government organization of the People's Party to become laborers together with the people, learn to labor, and understand labor under the condition of the state strongly pulling the economy and productive forces in the near future. And defending the interests of the vast number of laborers through the socialist system—this was the reason Chen Ke chose mobile office work.

China's habit is to like "one size fits all"; it was the same in the Party's history. For example, the famous Great Leap Forward (Da Qian Yue) was the result of the Central Committee lacking experience and decentralizing power excessively. A relatively extreme example is that the impoverished Gansu Province invested in building 224,500 new factories in the first six months of 1958. Needless to say, without enough educated people, without experience, without equipment. These investments were destined to be wasted. Being destined to be wasted in the later stage, the investment in the early stage was absolutely creating huge waste. It would be strange if this movement created by Liu Xiuyang and others didn't cause big trouble.

Leftist Adventurism has always been a traditional method for bureaucrats to fish for political achievements. Grandpa Mao fought against Leftism all his life, and Chen Ke also made up his mind to fight to the end.

Going west from Hefei, they soon entered the territory of Lu'an County. In the team of the Mobile General Office, Huang Yuyue and several other female comrades rode on mules in the team. This preferential treatment for female comrades was not available all day either. They had to walk for half a day every day. In late November, the temperature in the mountains had already become cold. Because they walked fast in the morning, faint white mist could even be seen in the breath exhaled by the mules and the walking comrades. The General Office was full of young comrades; many originally thought that following young Chairman Chen would be very "enjoyable." Although there was no theoretical support, everyone could easily generate this kind of normal thought. Then they knew things were not the same as imagined.

Chairman Chen marched like the wind, striding with large steps. Everyone found it difficult just to keep up by trying their best. Let alone striking up a conversation to get close. Just because they couldn't keep up with the marching speed, half of the people in the General Office had been eliminated and replaced.

Moreover, Chairman Chen liked to talk with the accompanying personnel along the way to understand the characteristics and special products of various places. After listening a lot, the comrades also had a concept. What Chairman Chen wanted to know was what the local area had, what the local common people were willing to do, and on the basis of not destroying the local ecological environment on a large scale, what exactly the local area had that could be exported as trade goods on a large scale. Road construction, education, women's liberation, and logistics were even more eternal topics.

But when local cadres spoke about personnel matters either secretively or straightforwardly, Chen Ke never picked up the conversation. If the other party forced too urgently, Chen Ke would at most say, "I know."

The comrades of the General Office, especially the male comrades, had long asked Chen Ke why he asked these things, and Chen Ke had explained to everyone. If the People's Party used requisition as a means now, it would be destined to trigger a comprehensive backlash in the localities. But if the People's Party just brought into play the advantages of the localities, conducted trade, and increased people's income, then in this mutually beneficial relationship, the People's Party could effectively grasp the dominance in the localities.

Huang Yuyue naturally agreed with this working method very much, but Huang Yuyue had a question she never dared to ask. She found that no matter what the other party's status was, as long as they stood together with Chen Ke to talk, this person could find their own space. Chen Ke seemed to always leave space for others. Even if the other party involuntarily tried to be in a position higher than Chen Ke, as long as it didn't involve principled issues, Chen Ke could tolerate it.

Huang Yuyue had noticed this problem for a long time. She could clearly see this point every time. Huang Yuyue carefully mentioned this discussion to comrades several times, and she found that the comrades didn't notice this extremely abnormal thing at all. They just enjoyed the feeling of being able to stand with Chen Ke, even knowing it was very comfortable, but simply didn't know that this comfort was created by Chen Ke intentionally or unintentionally.

Huang Yuyue didn't join the revolutionary ranks willingly on her own initiative. After the People's Party conquered Anqing, they abducted all the students in the girls' school to the Fengtai County base area. And forcibly signed labor contracts with these children. The sound of guns and cannons all night in the Battle of Anqing, the shouts and screams of fighting, as well as the bloodstains on the ground after the war, and the smell of gunpowder and blood permeating the air. Huang Yuyue could still recall them now. The highest commander who personally commanded the war at that time was Chen Ke.

Such a soldier commanding a large army would absolutely not be an object to be bullied by others. In fact, no one in the base area dared to bully Chen Ke. Those people just hoped to make themselves appear more capable in front of Chen Ke. For example, the district cadre under Lu'an County in front of them. Mentioning his credit of mobilizing the masses to try planting mulberry trees, he was excited to death. How many masses were mobilized, how many wounds and calluses were worn on his hands. Chen Ke listened quietly. At the critical moment of that cadre's showing off, Chen Ke cleverly led the topic to other work. So this cadre poured beans out of a bamboo tube, saying all his various works in a circle. He was completely unaware that his words exposed the defects in many work arrangements clearly.

"Continue to work hard; bring all work to a close before the Spring Festival. After the beginning of spring next year, everyone will get greater results." Chen Ke's words were very simple.

Hearing this, Huang Yuyue felt a chill on her back. Looking at the elated and confident appearance of that cadre. Huang Yuyue really wanted to ask that cadre, with this workload, how exactly did he prepare to have a conclusion before the Spring Festival? If he couldn't close it on time, how did this cadre prepare to account for it?
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Liuan City was a stronghold of the People's Party, not because of its economy or geography, but because it provided 20% of the People's Party's soldiers. This was one of the reasons Chen Ke came to Liuan.

The new municipal government was located in the original county seat. It was no different from the last time Chen Ke visited—just as dilapidated. However, there were fewer idlers in the city and more people wearing various uniforms. Municipal Party Secretary Hua Wenyu was not in the county seat; Mayor Zhang Zizai received Chen Ke and the others.

"Chairman Chen, Secretary Hua went out to mediate disputes between military families and the locals." Zhang Zizai’s expression looked quite unpleasant.

"What exactly happened?" Chen Ke was very concerned about this.

"It’s a long story. We lack female cadres in this place," Zhang Zizai said, glancing at Huang Yuyue.

This kind of thing was definitely not happening for the first time in the base areas. Huang Yuyue guessed immediately what had likely happened. It must be that women's liberation work had encountered problems.

Taking the old base areas with the highest level of social organization as an example, the method adopted by the government was to complete land reform and determine individual land use rights. Large state-owned farms, plantations, and raw material processing enterprises were built on other lands, providing a large number of employment opportunities. With female dependents of the military taking the lead in the army factories, many women came out to work. Moreover, new farm tools greatly improved women's labor efficiency, and there was much more work they could do in the fields.

Now, there were many jokes in the old base areas mocking women for doing various heavy physical labor, saying it looked unsightly. This could be said to be a kind of counterattack by men. It could also be said that women had truly begun to enter social labor industries that they were previously unable to access.

This was the practice in economically developed areas. In economically underdeveloped areas, there were not many employment opportunities to begin with. Even if the labor force level was improved, without enough new industries to accommodate sufficient labor, women's employment opportunities were still insufficient. This was also why Chen Ke insisted on training a large number of "Lady Teachers". These "Lady Teachers" engaged in education work, and Chinese commoners had a traditional reverence for the teaching profession. Even if the teacher was a woman, the masses would look up to her. The People's Party work teams generally tried to include both male and female teachers. If a female teacher stepped forward, it was very easy to organize a Women's Federation and many other women's organizations locally.

There were very few women willing to leave their homes and follow the People's Party to make revolution, and this group of people already had their own positions. In fact, most female cadres already held high or mid-level positions. The female teachers in the Education College were all young girls, mostly female students Chen Ke had "abducted" from Anqing. They were not from poor families and were unwilling from the bottom of their hearts to work in poverty-stricken areas like Liuan. Every place lacked female teachers, and wealthy areas opened their arms to welcome them. Poor areas had to rely entirely on male comrades to develop work.

Without the participation of female comrades, a group of men doing women's work... Huang Yuyue felt that this difficulty was indeed too great. Thinking of this, and seeing Liuan Mayor Zhang Zizai constantly casting his gaze upon her, Huang Yuyue secretly prayed in her heart that Chen Ke would absolutely not prioritize the "overall situation of the work" and leave her, the one in charge of education in this mobile general office, in this poor place of Liuan. Huang Yuyue hoped to return to her hometown of Anqing to engage in education; she would be willing to work herself to death.

Chen Ke maintained his consistent style of not interfering and not arbitrarily assigning generals. He changed the subject and asked, "How is the enrollment rate for girls now?"

"It's passable. The key is that boarding schools can't be set up for the time being. The masses can accept sending a group of boys to boarding school. But when it comes to sending a group of girls, the masses have strong objections. It's only because of the few forest farms and mulberry orchards we're running now, where everyone lives in the collective residential areas of the farms, that the parents nearby are willing to send their children to school. Even so, many children in our various teaching points have to walk more than ten *li* of mountain roads every day to get to school. And this is only because we provide a lunch at school every day. Girls are obedient, so the masses hope even more that they stay at home to help with housework. Boys going to school is still okay..."

Speaking of this, Zhang Zizai completely opened his chatterbox. Chen Ke was afraid that Zhang Zizai's complaints would cause the young people in the General Office to misunderstand the local work. He first arranged for the comrades of the General Office to go to various local agencies in Liuan City to learn local work methods.

Zhang Zizai arranged for these comrades to go to relevant departments based on their division of labor. Seeing this group of comrades younger than himself following Chen Ke, Zhang Zizai felt a kind of extreme envy in his heart. Of those who followed Chen Ke back then, which one was not now holding a high position and commanding a region? Even he himself had joined the People's Party organization at the end of the Production and Self-Salvation Campaign. But he had become a county magistrate at the age of 26.

Seeing Chen Ke's calm expression, Zhang Zizai couldn't help but say, "Chairman Chen, can you transfer more supplies in? Last time you took away a large group of people who couldn't get enough to eat, which solved our urgent need. But those were all young men. Land was distributed, farm tools were issued, and with the young men taken away, the masses' lives are much better now. But education is not a matter of one or two days. If the masses don't see immediate benefits, it really won't work. To expand revolutionary work quickly, it won't work without supplies."

"Mayor Zhang, it is wrong for you to say these things to me. You have to go to the province to discuss this issue. If the comrades in the township encounter problems and don't report to the county or discuss with the county cadres, but run directly to you to argue, do you think that's appropriate?"

Hearing this, Zhang Zizai also felt it was inappropriate. He quickly smiled and said, "Chairman Chen, I was thinking wrong."

After saying this, Zhang Zizai still felt blocked up inside. "Chairman Chen, relying on Liuan itself for construction is really too difficult. I also came out of the old base area. At that time, following you, no matter how difficult the situation was, with a wave of your hand, everything rose up with a *whoosh*. We had grain when we needed grain, soldiers when we needed soldiers. Here in Liuan, even working ourselves into the ground doesn't work. Now we don't have to fight wars here, and many things can be transported in from outside. The lives of the masses have indeed improved a lot, but the masses have their own ideas. It's truly 'no profit, no early rising'; we just can't unite them..."

No matter what Zhang Zizai said, he saw that Chen Ke gave no response. He felt a bit guilty and tentatively asked, "Chairman Chen, I am speaking of specific difficulties. Overall, it is still very good. Do you have anything to say?"

Chen Ke laughed. "Mayor Zhang, I didn't come here to be an Imperial Commissioner. I came to see how the comrades are working. Although I have been to Liuan, I am not familiar with the current situation in Liuan. You have to tell me; I have nothing to say."

"Oh! I forgot about that!" Zhang Zizai realized his approach was completely wrong; this was the time to claim credit. He hurriedly recounted the recent situation. "The census in Liuan has been completed. Secretary Hua and I personally led the comrades to count area by area. According to the provincial plan, mobile hospitals and the postal system have been established. Cooperatives and banks have also been set up..."

Zhang Zizai indeed had some skill in such bureaucratic work, plus he had run through it all personally. Speaking of this work, his data was clear and his logic was organized. The current situation and outlook of the entire Liuan region, through Zhang Zizai's introduction and contrasted with the situation when Chen Ke left, immediately gave Chen Ke a clear picture.

Just as they were speaking, the sound of quarreling suddenly came from outside. Zhang Zizai felt strange, then heard a shout from outside: "Mayor Zhang, this is bullying!"

Following the voice, two young men were seen pulling and dragging each other, trying to force their way in. The guards saw that neither was willing to let go, so they could only forcibly pull them apart. The conversation could not continue. Zhang Zizai went out to look and saw that the one shouting was the telegraph operator Huang Qing. He was furious. The person opposite him was also very unhappy but was trying his best to suppress his anger. It was Li Dangyong, who was in charge of telegraph communications in the General Office.

As soon as he saw Zhang Zizai, Huang Qing immediately shouted, "Mayor Zhang, this person came to our Telegraph Section. He said he came to learn. But he bossed us around in the Telegraph Section. I said a few words to him, and he wasn't convinced; he thinks he's more right than me. Where did this person come from? I've never seen someone so unruly."

Huang Qing was the newly promoted Deputy Chief of the Telegraph Section. He had an impatient temper but excellent technical skills. He was serious to the point of being pedantic and could absolutely not tolerate mistakes from others. Naturally, he didn't like listening to others accuse him either.

Zhang Zizai was almost fainting from anger right then. He gave a shout of rage: "Huang Qing, this is Comrade Li Dangyong from the Central General Office's telegraph communications work. What are you trying to do?"

Even though he was shouted at by Zhang Zizai and learned that this annoying guy in front of him was from the Center, Huang Qing was still unconvinced. Although there was some timidity in his voice, Huang Qing still stiffened his neck and shouted, "So what if he's a comrade from the Center? Are comrades from the Center automatically right? They follow Chairman Chen, so how did they learn to be like this? Isn't this embarrassing Chairman Chen?"

"Get lost!" Zhang Zizai was scared pale. Chen Ke was right behind him; he couldn't imagine how Chen Ke would view such words.

"What this comrade said makes sense. Since you are from the Central General Office, you should be even less likely to have such a dispute with local comrades." Chen Ke finally spoke to Huang Qing. "May I ask this comrade, after you started the dispute, did he apologize to you?"

"Hmph." Huang Qing had never seen Chen Ke, but he wasn't a fool. Chen Ke's status looked no lower than Zhang Zizai's, and Chen Ke was indicating that the comrade from the Center was wrong. He just looked at Chen Ke with an unfriendly gaze. "That wasn't an apology at all. It was just perfunctory."

"Little Li, apologize to this comrade," Chen Ke said.

Li Dangyong was also full of anger, but several young comrades in the General Office had already set an "example" of the consequences of not apologizing after causing a quarrel with local comrades. He managed to suppress his anger with great difficulty and used formulaic words: "Comrade, I had a bad attitude and caused everyone to misunderstand. I disrupted the comrade's normal work order. I apologize. Please forgive me."

Huang Qing did not accept it. "Then why did you say I did it wrong? What did you mean by that?"

Li Dangyong glanced at Chen Ke and saw Chen Ke looking over with his head slightly tilted. Li Dangyong swallowed and said with difficulty, "Comrade, I indeed did not understand the situation here. Then I spoke nonsense. I was wrong. Please forgive me."

Since Li Dangyong had apologized in front of so many people, Huang Qing felt his face had been saved. However, he was a man who never showed weakness. After hearing this, Huang Qing grunted, "If you knew you shouldn't talk nonsense, then don't talk nonsense. Wouldn't it have been fine if you said this earlier? Why were you so righteous back then?"

Zhang Zizai was furious hearing this speech. Just as he was about to lose his temper, he heard Chen Ke say, "Comrade, everyone needs to work. Isn't this noise delaying normal work? How about everyone goes back and doesn't delay our own work. what do you think?"

Huang Qing was stubborn and cared about face. After hearing Chen Ke's words, he didn't want to pursue it any further at this moment. "Mayor Zhang, I'll go back now to see if this guy broke anything in the telegraph room."

Before Zhang Zizai could finally explode, Chen Ke seemingly casually grabbed Zhang Zizai's arm. This reminder finally allowed Zhang Zizai to suppress his emotions. "You go back first."

At this time, people stuck their heads out from various offices in the county government. Zhang Zizai shouted ill-naturedly, "What are you looking at! Hurry back to work."

Chen Ke took Zhang Zizai and Li Dangyong back to the office. As soon as they entered, Chen Ke said, "Mayor Zhang, my visit here is confidential, so you absolutely cannot reveal that I have come. This is the first thing."

Zhang Zizai nodded hurriedly. "I understand, Chairman Chen."

"Second, you are absolutely not allowed to make things difficult for this comrade or take revenge afterwards. If I find out, I will have to remove you."

Choked by Chen Ke's words for a good while, Zhang Zizai also nodded in agreement.

That evening, Liuan Municipal Party Secretary Hua Wenyu rushed back to report to Chen Ke. The Central General Office spent two days investigating in Liuan City. Chen Ke came silently and left silently. Under the protection and leadership of the City Armed Forces Department, the Central General Office rushed to the next target, Yingshan County.

It was a rule to hold a meeting halfway. Li Dangyong had been suffocating for these past few days. As soon as the meeting started, he immediately requested to speak. "Chairman Chen, there are many problems in the telegraph department. Equipment placement and many arrangements are problematic. Their attitude is also problematic; they are not humble at all."

"Hehe." Chen Ke laughed after hearing this. "Then, Comrade Li Dangyong, do you think *you* are humble?"

Li Dangyong was choked into silence right there.

Chen Ke put away his smile and asked sternly, "Be a student first, then a teacher. We are inspecting work to learn. You feel that there are many unreasonable things in the telegraph department over there, so I ask you, did you ask clearly why they did that? Can you tell me that comrade's explanation for why he did that?"

Li Dangyong had botched this job amidst a quarrel. Chen Ke's question made Li Dangyong dare not make another sound.

Chen Ke had no intention of stopping there. He said sternly, "There are definitely problems with local work. But what are the reasons for these problems? Can scolding others clarify things? We must adopt an attitude of learning and ask local comrades why they do this. What is the rationale? What is the reason? If you don't even know why they do it, what right do you have to say whether others are right or wrong? If you want to do a thing correctly, there is definitely only one path. Once you deviate from this path, whatever you do is wrong. Comrade Li Dangyong, I ask you, based on your observation, why did the comrade in the city make this mistake? Is it a training problem, or did he misunderstand during his own studies? Suppose, ah, suppose this comrade misunderstood during his own studies, then exactly how did this misunderstanding arise? Can you tell me?"

Hearing Chen Ke's criticism, not only Li Dangyong, but comrades from other departments also thought about their own investigation work and felt they had done very inadequately. The comrades lowered their heads one after another.

Looking at the oppressive atmosphere, Chen Ke calmed his emotions before continuing, "What is service? Within our People's Party, the first thing is that leaders serve subordinates. There are many reasons for making mistakes, both subjective and objective. The various policies we formulated in the base areas manifest differently in each region because conditions are different. Just like the telegraph, a unit that requires extreme uniformity, actually differs in every region. Comrade Li Dangyong, you are a professional in this. You should know better than I do exactly why those detailed regulations were established that way."

Li Dangyong was silent for a moment before looking up in shame. "Yes, the telegraph has different requirements for various situations."

Seeing that the most aggrieved Li Dangyong had understood his mistake, Chen Ke continued, "The work of the comrades below definitely has limitations. Similarly, the overall plan we formulated also has limitations. So, understand the difficulties comrades encounter after these plans are implemented. We also try every means to solve these problems. This is the service we want to provide to the comrades. I said earlier that mistakes are divided into subjective and objective ones. We must help comrades solve objective problems. Only by knowing the objective problems do we have the opportunity to understand the true motive for subjective mistakes. Only then is it possible to know how subjective mistakes actually arose. Only then can we understand our comrades through the work itself."

The team of the General Office fell silent. Those who could remain until now were not ordinary youths. Comrades who performed too poorly or too excellently had already left the team. The former were sent back for re-education or assigned to inconspicuous work units to exercise themselves. The latter were assigned to corresponding posts where they could exert their abilities. Those remaining were a group who performed well but still needed education. Because their quality was passable, everyone basically understood Chen Ke's requirements.

Chen Ke continued, "That is why I say, everyone is here to learn. You must adopt a realistic attitude and learn sincerely. The process of knowing is first the accumulation of a large amount of perceptual knowledge. Without the accumulation of this perceptual knowledge, rational summary is water without a source, a tree without roots. You absolutely cannot come up and demand things of others holding a strong subjective attitude yourself. This is wrong."

"Chairman Chen, then I want to ask you, why do you seem to never make mistakes? Or why is your direction of understanding always correct?" a comrade asked.

"That is because the mistakes I have made are ten times yours. And in every job, I learn seriously from the comrades. The mistakes I have seen are perhaps dozens of times the mistakes you have seen now. Confucius said, 'When three walk together, there must be one who can be my teacher. Select their good qualities and follow them; select their bad qualities and change them.' Not only must you learn how to make the right choice, but you must also know how doing things will lead to mistakes."

The chief culprit this time, Li Dangyong, first lowered his head deeply. Hearing this, he finally raised his head. "Chairman Chen, I know I was wrong. Please give me another chance."

"It is not I giving you a chance, but whether you give yourself a chance. Next time you go to investigate, do you think you will make a mistake?" Chen Ke asked.

Li Dangyong pondered for a moment before answering, "I won't make this mistake again. I don't know about other mistakes; I'll probably make them."

"You are honest." Chen Ke said somewhat helplessly.

The young comrades thought the clouds had dispersed, but they saw Chen Ke stiffen his face again. The bit of relaxed mood everyone had just felt immediately flew to the nine heavens. They heard Chen Ke say, "What our inspection team fears most is comrades deliberately telling us lies. Whether comrades are doing this, we cannot dominate their actions. But I will emphasize again, everyone goes there to learn. You are not allowed to give orders, and you are not allowed to reveal any of your own ideas. If you do so, that is forcing the comrades below to tell lies. If any comrade does this, the organization will definitely deal with you severely. Did you hear?"

"Heard!" All the comrades shouted almost subconsciously.

Seeing the young comrades cheer up, Chen Ke then said, "Alright, now everyone continue starting the reporting and summary work."
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"Come on, darling, call me Grandpa," He Ruming said, beaming with joy as he held his granddaughter.

The little one looked at the old man holding her, laughing happily, and reached out to touch He Ruming's face. Although his beard was being tugged, He Ruming was even happier. "Call me Grandpa."

He Ying took her daughter from her father's arms, sat her on her lap, and patiently taught her, "Yueyue, say Grand-pa. Grand-pa."

"Gwan... Gwan-pa," Chen Ke's daughter said, somewhat perfunctorily mimicking the sound while trying to get off her mother's lap.

"It's Grand-pa, not Gwan-pa," He Ying continued patiently.

"Grand... Grand-pa." Seeing she couldn't break free from her mother's embrace, Yueyue's pronunciation was much more correct this time.

"Darling." He Ruming happily took his granddaughter back into his hands, kissing and hugging her.

After the group of adults played with the one-and-a-half-year-old for a while, He Ying looked at her watch. She said to her father, "Dad, it's almost time for Yueyue to sleep. Don't tease her so much."

"Oh," He Ruming replied perfunctorily, still unwilling to put his granddaughter down.

It wasn't until He Ying half-forced her daughter away and carried her into the inner room that she came out softly after a long while.

"Why don't you hire a few wet nurses? Wenqing leaves you two mother and daughter here alone; isn't that a bit too much?" He Ruming said with some dissatisfaction.

"Dad, I'm doing fine raising Yueyue by myself. There's no need to hire anyone else," He Ying said with the pride only a mother could have. After speaking, she quickly poured more tea for her parents. "Dad, Mom, only after having Yueyue did I realize how hard it was for you to raise me. You are so good to me."

"What silly talk. You are my daughter; how could we not be good to you?" He Ruming laughed. This was a genuine smile he had never shown before. He Ying was moved, but also felt a little strange.

He Ruming took a sip of tea and pointed to one of the large boxes. "By the way, there are five thousand taels in there, a gift for you and Yueyue. When you got married, it was in a rush, and our family didn't have time to prepare a decent dowry for you. I brought it all for you this time."

"Dad, this isn't right," He Ying quickly tried to dissuade him.

"Your dad can afford it now. After I got out of prison this time, the people coming to give gifts were as many as the hairs on an ox. These five thousand taels were sent by Lord Yuan Xiangcheng. I am very clear that this money wasn't sent for me. So I brought it for you."

He Ying had always worried about her parents being implicated. Although Chen Ke had analyzed for her many times that the Qing court dared not harm the He family, He Ying only used these reasons to comfort herself when she felt utterly despairing. Usually, thinking of her parents made her heart ache. Hearing her father speak like this, He Ying got up and knelt before her father. "Dad, Mom, I let you and my younger brothers suffer grievances."

He Ruming pulled his daughter up. "Girl, I'm not just saying pretty words. After going to jail this time, your dad really thought things through. You don't know, after I went in, those dog slaves served me very well. According to them, they haven't seen an Imperial Prison decree in many years. You have to have quite the status for that. There are many tricks in that Imperial Prison. As soon as Cixi died, they changed us to a superior room. Except for not being able to go out, it wasn't any worse than our home."

Speaking of this, He Ruming looked at He Ying with a kind gaze. "Yuan Xiangcheng also planned to arrange a position for me in the Ministry of Posts and Communications. I declined it. I am now going to serve in the Ministry of Civil Affairs. That your dad has today's glory is all because you married Wenqing. I am very clear about these things. Girl, this has nothing to do with you. Since I agreed to this marriage, this is fate. Whether fate is good or bad, I accept it."

He Ying didn't know if her old dad had really seen the light or had learned to speak pretty words. Just as she was doubting, He Ruming pointed to several other boxes. "Inside there is the medicine money owed to Wenqing. Since Wenqing started the uprising, I haven't had a chance to collect this medicine money for him. I brought it all for him this time. The bill is also inside; just give it to him when Wenqing comes back."

The family talked for a while longer, and He Ying asked, "How has Aunt been recently?"

He Ruming's expression didn't change at all. "She's alright. But it's not convenient for her to come. I was in a hurry when I came, so I didn't go find her."

He Ying knew that the Sun family probably wouldn't treat Chen Ke as a relative. Hearing her father say this, she could only sigh, "Dad, when you go back, please take my letter to Aunt. I miss her very much."

"Okay." He Ruming smiled and stood up. "I'm going to the restroom."

It was a good while before He Ying saw He Ruming return. What puzzled her slightly was that He Ruming had not only washed his hands but also his face. However, this trace of doubt was interrupted by a low sound coming from her daughter's room next door. He Ying quietly went into the small room where her daughter was sleeping to check on her.

Taking this opportunity, He Ruming leaned into his wife's ear, seeing the strange look on her face, and whispered, "This is a feud between our He family and the Sun family. Absolutely do not let Chen Ke get involved. I can't afford to lose that face."

He Ruming's wife looked at He Ruming with a complex expression. She was only his second wife; not only did she have no blood relation to He Qian, but she was also not He Ying's biological mother. To say she had a deep-seated hatred for the Sun family was really not the case. Moreover, before this trip, He Ruming had already warned her not to talk too much. The only thing He Ruming's wife didn't understand was why He Ruming was so determined not to let Chen Ke intervene in this matter.

He Ruming had not come only to visit his daughter; he was also acting as a messenger. After the People's Party representative issued a declaration that they must overthrow the Manchu Qing and left, the assembly fell into chaos. The southern representatives all wanted Yuan Shikai to give an explanation.

Yuan Shikai was an old fox; he wouldn't fall for this trap. "Gentlemen, this matter concerns the national polity. You are all assembly members. The votes that decide the fate of the world are in your hands; you can propose a vote."

The assembly members were also old foxes; they wouldn't fall for this trap either. Whoever proposed it would be the gravedigger of the Manchu Qing. As long as it wasn't Yuan Shikai and the Beiyang assembly members proposing it, but assembly members of other statuses, Yuan Shikai could permanently shed the title of "rebel." No one was willing to work for Yuan Shikai for free. So the Beiyang people didn't propose it, the assembly members of the southern provinces didn't propose it, and this matter was actually dragged out just like that.

The Beiyang Army was powerful, and the People's Party obviously wouldn't choose Beiyang as their first target for combat. Persimmons are picked where they are soft. The southern provinces surrounding the People's Party would definitely bear the brunt. The assembly members of the southern provinces did put on a show of organizing several liaisons, discussing the formation of a Provinces Allied Army to jointly defeat the People's Party. But this was just a discussion. Leaving aside whether the Allied Army could achieve final victory, if the People's Party fought only one route like in the previous few campaigns, given Jiangxi's geographical location, several provinces would definitely be finished before the People's Party was destroyed. The so-called Allied Army was all about hoping other troops would put in the desperate effort while one hid behind to pick the fruit. And all the provinces knew the thoughts of the other provinces. Such liaisons ended up dying without result.

Some young assembly members also proposed letting Yuan Shikai take the lead in forming a punitive force. Such a childish idea was sneered at by the old slicks. Everyone could see more or less the fishy business between Beiyang and the People's Party. If they foolishly honored Yuan Shikai as the military leader, they wouldn't even know how they died when the time came.

But this matter couldn't be dragged on like this. Finally, an agreement was reached. Whether the Qing court would continue would be voted on and discussed when the formal National Assembly convened in two years. The southern provinces also held the plan of dragging it out as long as possible. Anyway, no matter what, this matter had to be decided by Yuan Shikai himself. None of the southern provinces planned to stick their necks out.

There is no banquet in the world that does not end. Regardless of how satisfied or dissatisfied the representatives were with this assembly, the Constitutional Assembly finally came to a close amidst various thoughts. Yuan Shikai chose the released He Ruming as his envoy. What surprised Yuan Shikai somewhat was that He Ruming was not only unafraid of his prison disaster but seemed full of vitality and drive.

He Ruming himself was actually surprised by his change. People say there is no grief greater than a dead heart. It is very difficult to survive a prison disaster holding on to so much hope. He Ruming had once deeply hated Chen Ke, but later he really thought things through. Even if Chen Ke had really told He Ruming about the rebellion, it would have been absolutely impossible for He Ruming to stand on Chen Ke's side. Everything was heaven's will, a heaven's will that He Ruming could not fight against.

Until he was released, He Ruming was very happy. However, his sister's death allowed all of He Ruming's previously suppressed emotions to suddenly find a target. He Ying married Chen Ke, and no matter how Chen Ke rebelled, he kept He Ying by his side and protected her throughout. He Qian married into the Sun family, yet the Sun family caused He Qian's death.

He Ruming had also gone to their door to ask about the cause of He Qian's death, but the Sun family closed their doors and refused to see him. He Ruming did his best to launch an investigation himself. The investigation result was that after the Sun family let the court officials who came to arrest He Qian see her corpse, they cremated her. Seeing He Ruming's determination was so firm, the Sun family had to send a letter. The explanation in the letter was that "He Qian died of a serious illness. The Sun family handled He Qian's funeral affairs this way to make it convenient to hide the ashes so they could be buried in the Sun family's ancestral grave later."

Reading this letter, He Ruming concluded that it must have been the Sun family who laid the murderous hand. There was no reason; He Ruming simply believed it firmly. He also swore an oath that he would personally make the entire Sun family die. In order to obtain such power and opportunity, He Ruming began to serve Beiyang with unprecedented determination and will. Acting as Beiyang's envoy to negotiate with Chen Ke was the first task. He Ruming brought his wife and two sons to Anhui together, also to let the flesh and blood reunite once. He never wanted to see Chen Ke again; the chance to see his daughter and granddaughter might very well be this one time.

After stopping in Fengtai County for five days, the People's Party finally notified He Ruming to depart. He Ruming let his wife and sons return to Beijing first. He rushed to Wuhan alone with the reception personnel. Wuhan in winter was extremely damp and cold. However, along the banks of the Yangtze River in Wuhan, where fog rolled, a large number of people were working. They looked thin, but under the surveillance of heavily armed overseers, they started work from early morning.

"What are those people doing?" He Ruming asked.

"Opium addicts," the accompanying reception personnel said with a strong emotion of disgust.

"Why start work so early?"

"If you want them to quit opium, there is only one way. Every day, let them eat their fill and then work, work hard. Tire them out to the point where they don't even have the thought of smoking opium. Only then can this addiction be broken. No other method works." There was not a trace of pity or tolerance in the reception personnel's voice.

He Ruming saw that the group of people worked slightly slower, and immediately overseers stepped forward to scold them. They dug up the thick earth and then carried it away with shoulder poles. Some people were already swaying as they worked, but the overseers still mercilessly urged them to hurry up. He Ruming also didn't care for opium addicts; he laughed, "Look at them like this, what if they die of exhaustion?"

"Can this little bit of work tire someone to death?" The reception personnel sneered. "When Chairman Chen was in Fengtai County, the work he led us to do was much heavier than this, and what we ate was not as good as them. Aren't we all living well now? To quit opium, either quit while alive, or be carried out after dying. There is no third road to walk."

Hearing these cold and ruthless words, He Ruming was not disgusted at all. Instead, because he felt the power within them, He Ruming couldn't help but laugh loudly, feeling a sense of resonance.

The father-in-law and son-in-law hadn't seen each other for a long time. When they met, they looked very enthusiastic. But it was that kind of extremely polite and extremely measured enthusiasm.

"Father-in-law, you've worked hard on the journey. You suffered so much; I apologize to you here." Chen Ke finished speaking and made a deep bow.

"If it weren't for Wenqing winning every battle, I would have died long ago. You working hard to rebel actually saved my life." He Ruming helped Chen Ke up while laughing heartily. "You have taken good care of my He Ying. She told me she learned a lot of new cultural knowledge following you. As a father, I am very happy in my heart. But you should go home often to see the mother and daughter."

As they spoke, the two had already sat down. "I came this time because Yuan Xiangcheng asked me to ask Wenqing. You must already know the result of the assembly. I wonder what plans you have, Wenqing?"

"We can wait for a year or so. The Chinese imperial system has lasted for thousands of years; it is impossible to overthrow it immediately. However, please reply to Mr. Yuan that us not taking the initiative to strike does not mean we won't fight back if others strike at us. Moreover, before the imperial system is overthrown, we will not join any government."

"Yuan Xiangcheng asked me to inform Wenqing that he will not destroy the peace. But Sa Zhenbing's fleet has been patrolling the Yangtze River, and the patrol only goes as far as Nanjing. Please do not overthink it, Wenqing."

"That is natural," Chen Ke laughed.

The negotiation between Yuan Shikai and the People's Party had ended. The two were silent for a while before He Ruming asked, "Yuan Xiangcheng wanted me to ask, what does Wenqing plan to do about the southern provinces?"

Chen Ke answered frankly, "Even if I attack the southern provinces, what can I do? They still won't vote if they shouldn't. However, please convey my attitude to the southern provinces for Mr. Yuan. Civil business must still be done. We cannot let the livelihood of the common people suffer because of political estrangement. Please be sure to inform Mr. Yuan of this point."

"I will definitely convey it." He Ruming nodded.

The two were silent again for a good while. Chen Ke suddenly said, "Father-in-law, about Aunt..."

"Wenqing, don't talk about that." He Ruming raised his hand to stop Chen Ke from continuing. "You didn't tell my He Ying about this; I thank you very much. They were aunt and niece in name, but their affection was extremely good. If He Ying knew about this, I'm afraid she couldn't bear it."

"Father-in-law, this matter cannot be kept hidden forever," Chen Ke sighed. "I have no way to speak to Yuan Shikai about this matter now. Even if I said it, Beiyang wouldn't make a move against the Sun family because of me. I'm afraid Yuan Xiangcheng wouldn't dare to act willfully either. And I want to subject the murderer to open punishment."

There was no longer any feigned gentleness in He Ruming's eyes. His sharp gaze stared fixedly at Chen Ke. "He Ying said that before my sister He Qian left, you also tried every way to persuade her. Why didn't you forcibly keep He Qian here with you?"

"Aunt insisted on leaving at the time. I was afraid that if I forcibly kept Aunt, it would instead damage her purity. And I never expected the Sun family to be so frenzied. Father-in-law, every time I think of this, I feel very bad in my heart." This was Chen Ke's honest thought; he absolutely could not accept He Qian dying so obscurely.

The anger on He Ruming's face flashed past. His calm voice contained extreme resentment. "Wenqing, you have done your best. My sister has always had a strong character and never backs down from what she decides. Wenqing, I tell you, this is my He family's business. Since my sister didn't want to stay here with you, it means she didn't count on you to do anything. If you truly feel sad, then help her fulfill her wish to the end. Never ask about this matter again. Can you promise me?"

"Everything will be as Father-in-law commands. If Father-in-law changes his mind in the future, please be sure to inform me," Chen Ke answered very crisply.

After seeing off He Ruming, Chen Ke immediately went to meet with the British representative. The British very considerately proposed a suggestion to Chen Ke. Since the commercial cooperation between the two sides was very good, the British Embassy was willing to endorse providing Chen Ke with a credit line of five hundred thousand pounds at a British bank. However, this line was limited to purchasing British goods. Chen Ke naturally wouldn't let such a good thing slip by. At this time, every tiny bit of extra money had great significance.

As if because the Spring Festival of 1910 was approaching, good news came to Chen Ke in pairs. First, the silk reeling factory equipment ordered from Britain arrived at the base area. The next day, Chen Ke received a telegram from the delegation in the United States; the trial operation was successful. The American side was willing to reach a cooperation agreement with the People's Party. Wang Bin would negotiate the contract with the American side and send a telegram to Chen Ke after signing.

Because the People's Party sent a delegation of considerable size, there were agricultural representatives in the delegation. Under the coordination of the American side, the People's Party agricultural delegation, after investigation, signed a contract to purchase American long-staple cotton seeds. The plan for the People's Party delegation to send students to the United States was also basically finalized. Starting from 1911, the People's Party could send a total of 500 students annually to American industrial colleges or science and engineering majors in comprehensive universities. The American side stated that these schools were absolutely not diploma mills, but a series of American Ivy League universities.

Chen Ke's joy lasted only a very short time. He soon thought that whether it was students studying abroad or equipment, it all required massive amounts of money. The base area did not have sufficient funds now. all money had to be accumulated bit by bit through the hard labor of the masses in the base area.

"Hurry and let the industrial department start copying the silk reeling equipment." Chen Ke issued an order to the Commission of Science, Technology and Industry for National Defense.

It was on New Year's Eve of 1910 that Chen Ke received a piece of truly good news. The base area's industrial sulfuric acid and hydrochloric acid finally broke into the Japanese market. Japan was not only interested in these commodities in short supply, but they also hoped to import iron farm tools from the base area.

"Half joy, half worry, ah." This was Chen Ke's only comment.
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On the Wuhan wharf on the Yangtze River, Hubei Provincial Party Committee Secretary Lu Huitian stood beside Chen Ke and asked with a slight stutter, "...Just shipping them away like this?"

"Just shipping them away like this," Chen Ke answered crisply.

It was a whole ship of Base Area "Red Star" brand steel heavy plows. The cargo ship wasn't even full; some empty tonnage would be used to pick up some chemical products near Anqing before leaving.

"And then the money in the bank is just a few pieces of paper?" Lu Huitian had gone with Chen Ke to sign the agreement. It was just signing a few documents, and the transaction was completed. Seeing no real gold or silver, Lu Huitian felt very uneasy. Moreover, for every trade, inter-bank transfers required handling fees. The British devils casually skimmed money off this. Even though Chen Ke had explained the role of finance to the comrades, Lu Huitian still found this reality extremely hard to accept.

"Modern banks are all like this. The British are endorsing the Japanese, what are we afraid of? The transfer has already been made directly." Chen Ke felt this was quite normal. "The British are so powerful because they control the financial industry. We have to rely on the British banks for large-scale trade right now."

"Why don't we do business directly with Japan?" As the Hubei Provincial Party Secretary, Lu Huitian harbored a grudge about being fleeced by the British in the middle.

"Because our banks haven't opened in Japan. If the Japanese took a draft or deposit slip of unknown authenticity and asked us for money, would you feel at ease?" Chen Ke could accept it, and even if he couldn't, there was no other way.

"Can't we use these plows ourselves? The Base Area needs them too." Although Lu Huitian knew why they were exporting, and had agreed to the deal, he still couldn't help but feel this dissatisfaction.

"I don't want to export them either, but if we don't export, where do we get the money to import? Waiting until we can manufacture steel plant equipment ourselves will take several years. And we've calculated it, with current production, it's not even enough for you to do experiments. Secretary Lu, turn grief into strength and do a good job of your own industrial construction. If you feel like you're not in the mood to work, just think back to your mood right now, and you'll immediately have motivation." Chen Ke comforted Lu Huitian.

Comrades were beginning to encounter modern commerce and were gradually learning to view the situation from a global perspective. This was inevitably a process. As a person from the 21st century, Chen Ke felt that being able to accept globalization—whether it was the so-called Chinese "shirts for planes" or the earlier Soviet "grain for machinery"—proved one thing: for a vast socialist country with a large population, even if it temporarily accepted becoming the bottom layer of the world trade system, as long as this great power could continuously accumulate capital through this trade system and strengthen its own education and heavy industry systems, rising up was not a particularly difficult thing.

The prerequisite for this rise was that the earned capital be used for national construction, rather than being carved up as profit by capitalists. If the earned capital continued to be invested in "light industry," a sector that seemingly offered short-term profits, the domestic economy would completely become a slave to foreign big capital. The "Latin Americanization" of Latin American countries was a lesson from the past.

Chen Ke's firm support for the socialist system stemmed from the accumulation of history. In the full century from 1910 to 2010, any country or region that rose up did so with the support of heavy industry. The Soviet Union and China, two great powers that changed the global situation in the 20th century, invested heavily in universal education and heavy industry development.

Chen Ke could completely understand Lu Huitian's mood of being unable to accept this fact. Chen Ke himself had once been quite dissatisfied with the fact that China occupied the bottom layer of the world's factory. It was only after China accumulated enough to break through the bottleneck and experienced explosive development that the past arduous accumulation seemed to have value. So Chen Ke smiled and said, "Look at it from another angle. Our sulfuric acid and hydrochloric acid have started selling well recently. Raw silk production has also come up."

Hearing the words "raw silk," Lu Huitian's heart gave a jolt. When Chen Ke convened the Hubei Provincial Party Committee meeting, he listened very calmly to the comrades' introductions, but he specifically dragged Lu Huitian to the wharf to look, clearly not to praise Lu Huitian for a job well done. "Chairman Chen, don't mention that raw silk. Bringing it up makes me feel even worse," Lu Huitian said with great regret.

The export volume of raw silk in the Base Area over the past year or so could be described as advancing by leaps and bounds. The Base Area began industrial layout at the end of 1906, and in early 1907, in addition to formally starting large-scale mulberry tree planting, they also began overall trial production. With the government's strong support and guidance, the Base Area lacked neither land for planting mulberry trees nor labor for the sericulture industry. What was lacking was simply the entire industrial chain including investment, training, and product acquisition. After the land reform in Anhui, the People's Party had the ability to complete this industrial chain, and raw silk production grew explosively.

In 1908, the Base Area tentatively sold 10,000 piculs of raw silk. In 1909, it exploded directly to 100,000 piculs. And in 1910, it was expected to reach 180,000 to 220,000 piculs. When Lu Huitian was the Fuyang Prefectural Party Secretary, he didn't put much heart into this sericulture work. So every time he thought back on it, Lu Huitian regretted it terribly.

And the current Southern Anhui Regional Secretary Zhang Yu, although he argued with Chen Ke every time, executed the Central Committee's orders most resolutely. Yingshan County was once under the jurisdiction of Southern Anhui. Because of a lack of land, it was so poor they couldn't even afford pants. Chen Ke had once required Zhang Yu to put great effort into developing sericulture and tea in Yingshan County. Without a second word, Zhang Yu almost executed the entire families of the local landlords and tyrants who had blood debts in Yingshan County, while forcibly pushing for land reform. Later, a comrade named Li Shouxian became the Yingshan County Party Secretary. After more than a year, even in a place as deadly poor as Yingshan County, they sold 4,000 piculs of silk and 1,000 piculs of tea in 1909. It was said that the lives of the local masses had already seen huge improvements. After seizing Hubei, Zhang Yu resolutely refused to hand over Yingshan County. It was only after Chen Ke personally issued the order that Yingshan was reassigned to Hubei. Lu Huitian had heard that Chen Ke once praised Li Shouxian as ranking in the top five among this batch of county magistrates. After personally going to Yingshan County to take a look, he was also convinced.

Because Yingshan was poor, a county of less than 140,000 people actually provided 10,000 troops willing to be soldiers just to eat. The remaining 130,000 people, under the arrangement of the County Committee led by Li Shouxian, all had work to do, and every village engaged in production. Compared to before, it was completely new. The most magical thing was that Li Shouxian actually managed to get the whole county to cut their queues. Even in the old Base Areas of the People's Party, such a political achievement hadn't been achieved.

Coming back from inspecting Yingshan County, Lu Huitian put in a ruthless effort. The areas in northern Hubei near the Yangtze River were not wealthy. when arranging work, especially in the sericulture industry, Lu Huitian put in great effort. "We in Hubei attach great importance to the development of the sericulture industry this time."

"Whatever you do, don't apply a one-size-fits-all approach; adapt measures to local conditions. Whether an industry is suitable for local characteristics, we still need to investigate more. Secretary Lu, many things shouldn't be rushed. Recent work in Hubei should still focus on land reform. Without land reform, nothing can be discussed." Chen Ke's thinking was different from Lu Huitian's. "The money the Base Area is going to invest in Hubei in the near future is scary. Without a stable foundation, I'm really on tenterhooks."

"Once the economy goes up, many things will change," Lu Huitian always believed.

"Comrade Lu Huitian, our entire foundation lies in land reform. If there is no land reform, then the changes in the localities will provide opportunities for the reactionary landlords and gentry, allowing them to have money to maintain their rule. In a situation where the people do not understand why their lives have improved, they might very well attribute the credit to the landlords and gentry. This is harmful to our work." Speaking of this, Chen Ke finally stated the real reason why he wanted Lu Huitian to accompany him to the wharf. "Comrade Lu Huitian, I see that the current Hubei Provincial Party Committee's working methods are not very understanding. I want to talk to you now to see how you view this issue."

Even though he had prepared himself to be criticized, Lu Huitian didn't expect that Chen Ke was criticizing the Hubei Provincial Party Committee's train of thought. Lu Huitian had discussed this issue many times with comrades at the Provincial Committee meetings, so he felt relieved of a burden. He answered fluently, "Chairman Chen, we feel that violent land reform is likely to trigger extremely negative effects in Hubei. The existing military force is not yet sufficient to fully roll out construction. And as we start to promote a lot of production now, we are bound to occupy a dominant position. To take root at the grassroots level, we must cut into the grassroots. Based on the experience of Fengtai County, our current promotion of land reform in the disaster areas of Hubei has been very effective. We have basically grasped the dominance of land reform. However, in other areas, our enemies are the clan forces. The clan forces in rural Hubei are very strong. In areas where land reform has already been implemented, the economic driving effect we lead is obvious. For areas where land reform has not been implemented, we prepare to intervene with economic means, using economic influence to gradually control those non-land reform areas, and then the resistance to land reform will be smaller."

Chen Ke listened very carefully and understood. Lu Huitian and the others hoped to adopt a gentle administrative method to promote the People's Party's control in Hubei. This was also the difference in revolutionary and governance thinking between Lu Huitian and Zhang Yu. Zhang Yu was a Party Secretary of regular military origin. His style was simple, brisk, crude, and fierce. He would kill the landlords with blood debts, and then send cadres to promote land reform under the protection of bayonets. But Zhang Yu doing this also had his own advantages.

Anhui was conquered by the People's Party, and the People's Party's army already had strong influence among the people. Because of poverty, the masses' backlash against land reform was not strong. Since farming didn't yield much profit anyway, after changing the land ownership system, as long as life could change for the better, the masses would have to be crazy to oppose land reform. Moreover, the People's Party cadres were very concentrated at that time. Chen Ke sat in the Anhui Center, and experienced cadres were all concentrated in Anhui. Even if it was a bit crude and simple, the masses could accept it.

Hubei was a new area. The People's Party entered Hubei by relying on strong external intervention, and there was no large influx of internal Hubei comrades joining. The Central Committee was very worried that if work was carried out according to the Anhui model, Hubei would turn into a military suppression. That was why they dispatched a civil service route cadre like Lu Huitian to preside over the Hubei situation. But Chen Ke felt that the Hubei Provincial Party Committee led by Lu Huitian was a bit too weak in its view of revolutionary struggle.

"Comrade Lu Huitian, all the revolutionary successes we have achieved now are first built on the collapse of the old system. Whether it is Anhui or the areas in Hubei where land reform has now been completed, it was floods that destroyed the old system. In such an intense situation, where the old system could no longer maintain the normal lives of the masses, we were able to achieve a victory like smashing dry weeds and rotten wood. I have always believed that in areas where land reform has not been completed, our primary task is to make the old system collapse, not to cooperate with them. Who are our friends and who are our enemies? This is a very realistic question. Our primary task is still revolution, not compromise."

It wasn't that there were no such views within the Hubei Provincial Party Committee; in fact, using natural disasters as an opportunity to cut into local work had always been an important means for the People's Party. But Lu Huitian always felt that this means was a bit too harsh.

"Chairman Chen, isn't this 'those who submit to me prosper, those who resist me perish'? I believe that the revolution should first prove its justice, and then be promoted. Yes, using the condition that the old system is powerless to deal with various situations to make them collapse, and then establishing a brand-new system is indeed very fast. But the masses in those areas will suffer great pain and loss. Chairman Chen, you believe that human heads are not chives; they won't grow back after being cut. Sitting by and watching other areas collapse... how many more people will die?" Lu Huitian really had a compassionate attitude.

"Comrade Lu Huitian, I emphasize repeatedly. It is not us who are launching the revolution, but the people who need the revolution. Layout the entire industrial chain to Hubei. Apart from the areas where we have already completed land reform, do you think that in those areas where the old system still exists, the ones who benefit the most are the masses, or those people within the old system? If you let the gentry and clans get a large amount of funds in this industrial chain, do you think this has any benefit for the masses? Or are you still prepared to incorporate this group of people from the old system into the new system?" This was what Chen Ke worried about the most.

"We have started experimenting with reforming the old system in several counties. Chairman Chen, our Provincial Committee has also discussed this many times. The landlords and gentry will absolutely not voluntarily withdraw from the stage of history. If you don't hit the reactionaries, they won't fall. The revolution ultimately relies on violence, not persuasion. I also absolutely support this point." Lu Huitian also understood Chen Ke's thoughts perfectly well. Regarding Chen Ke's wish to gain control of the entire grassroots level as soon as possible, and then quickly promote revolution and economic construction. But Lu Huitian, in his work, felt that this was a bit wishful thinking. "We in the Hubei Provincial Party Committee hope to try a brand-new method, which is to try to win the basis for our People's Party's existence through some means while the old system still exists. Just like we did with the People's Congress elections in Anhui. The enemy still exists, but we unite the masses through striving, and finally change the local situation step by step."

"Then how long do you think such a method will take?" Chen Ke did not want to overthrow the Hubei Provincial Party Committee in one fell swoop and then implement work completely according to his own meaning. If the Base Area was still just Anhui province, Chen Ke might have been able to do so, but now with the land of four provinces, if Chen Ke still did this, something big would happen. Regardless of how Lu Huitian's personal views conflicted with Chen Ke's, these resolutions were the decisions of the Hubei Provincial Party Committee. Chen Ke himself could not violate organizational principles and forcibly change the already determined local plans. Facing such a situation, Chen Ke had to wait and see the results of these attempts.

"My personal estimate is two to three years," Lu Huitian answered firmly.

"Alright. The Central Committee is about to make a huge investment in Hubei. A heavy industry base is to be established in Wuhan. The existing industrial chains will first be laid out in areas where land reform has been completed. To complete this work, I prepare to stay in Hubei for a period of time." Chen Ke said it lightly.

Lu Huitian pursed his lips slightly. If Chen Ke was going to stay in Hubei for a period, as the Chairman of the People's Party, he would definitely want to fully grasp the work in Hubei. Judging by Chen Ke's current attitude, he was determined to turn around the current situation in Hubei. Although he knew clearly that his power would be weakened, Lu Huitian unexpectedly found that amidst his grievance and unease, he actually had a feeling of peace of mind. In any case, where Chen Ke was represented success.

And the heavy industry center had always been one of the pinnacles and pillars of the great future Chen Ke had described to the comrades of the People's Party. Lu Huitian really wanted to see with his own eyes that great industry that had only appeared on paper established in Wuhan.

Early members of the People's Party generally had a deep impression of Chen Ke, which was that Chen Ke was particularly rich. Including Hubei Provincial Party Secretary Lu Huitian himself; although rationally he knew this was incorrect, emotionally he couldn't turn it around no matter what. Back in the Shanghai era, Chen Ke was the one who could always make money. And this money was displayed in a particularly expressive way. For example, the Shanghai Renxin Medical College, which was still operating normally. Those tall school buildings and vast playgrounds gave the young comrades who followed Chen Ke in the beginning a strong sense of belonging.

After arriving in Fengtai County, Lu Huitian, who managed the "Labor Camp," found that no matter how bad the surface situation was, the funds from Shanghai for the People's Party ensured that the People's Party never lacked transport ships and labor tools. Even when rations were down to only enough for a few days, the People's Party was always able to pass the critical juncture; this breath of life had never been interrupted.

Lu Huitian clearly admitted that everything in the Base Area now was produced by the working people with their own hands. But the working people had lived by their hands for thousands of years, always accompanied by the precariousness of hunger and the threat of death. Every turmoil, large or small, could cause thousands upon thousands to die violent deaths. Unlike now, where the masses in the Base Area could always save their lives from threats and move towards a better life.

At every critical moment, Chen Ke was always able to get money and turn money into things that could be seen with the naked eye. As if he could turn stone into gold; sometimes Chen Ke's methods simply made people feel like he was a magician. In a certain sense, it was precisely Chen Ke who created an impression among the comrades that revolutionary theory and reality were disjointed.

Production self-help in disaster areas became the material basis for the battle to seize dominance of the Base Area. Land reform became the cornerstone of troop recruitment. Labor liberation first became the foundation for seizing Base Areas in other provinces. And the unified efforts of the entire Base Area once again became the foundation for dealing with foreigners.

Although the high-level officials had heard Chen Ke's expectations for the next thirty years, the comrades didn't understand these expectations at all. They felt that Chen Ke was dragging the People's Party from one victory to another, but the final destination was beyond the comrades' line of sight and imagination.

If it were comrades like Zhang Yu who argued for the sake of arguing but followed the steps in practice, no matter what they thought in their hearts, there would be no problem with their work. But Lu Huitian knew that many comrades like himself felt increasingly unadapted. When it was time to talk about theory, Chen Ke promoted practice. When it was time to carry out the practice of "saving the country and the people," Chen Ke instead promoted theory. What was the true face of this "People's Revolution" that the vast number of People's Party members participated in personally? Was it to ruthlessly overthrow all domestic and foreign oppressors, or was it like Chen Ke, cooperating with all domestic and foreign oppressors? Everyone's view was different.

So in Hubei, Lu Huitian decided to practice according to his own ideas for once. The result was the same as usual: Chen Ke immediately jumped out to stop it.

"Chairman Chen, I have a request," Lu Huitian couldn't help but say.

"Secretary Lu, what is it?"

Looking at Chen Ke's heavy-hearted appearance, Lu Huitian's words were firm and powerful. "Please make sure to resolve all our confusions before leaving Hubei this time, okay?"

Contrary to Lu Huitian's expectations, Chen Ke was neither angry nor did he give Lu Huitian a lecture on 'hating iron for not becoming steel.' Chen Ke frowned slightly and said in a worried tone, "That is indeed my intention this time."
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The Terror of Large Scale Industry (Part 3)

Li Shouxian, the Party Secretary of Yingshan County, was browsing through today's meeting outline in the library of the Party School in Wuhan. Chairman Chen Ke had recently taken over the administration of Hubei and immediately began summoning the secretaries of the Hubei Provincial Committee and various cities and counties for a meeting.

The documents provided for the meeting were divided into two categories: one was a summary of the People's Party's specific work over the past five years, and the other was the discussion outline for this meeting. Undoubtedly, the specific work summary sparked intense interest among the vast majority of comrades. Li Shouxian was just a beat too slow, and all the copies of the work summary were snatched up, with three or four comrades huddled together reading a single copy. He couldn't squeeze his head in. Helplessly, Li Shouxian could only pick up the discussion outline to read.

"What is the People's Revolution", "Communism and the Socialist Program". These extremely theoretical summaries indeed failed to arouse interest in many comrades. Rather than racking their brains reading these, it would be more relaxing to listen to Chairman Chen Ke speak at the meeting.

Li Shouxian glanced around the large reading room of the library again. Wherever there was a crowd of bobbing heads, it was undoubtedly comrades reading the specific work summaries; probably eighty percent of the comrades were reading those. About twenty percent of the comrades were frowning and reading alone with their heads buried in the books, and what they were reading was undoubtedly the theoretical lectures.

Li Shouxian flipped open the "Theoretical Discussion" booklet he had picked up, and a sentence jumped into his eyes. It wasn't that the position of this sentence was particularly eye-catching, but that the handbook emphasized it with a red underline: "Currently, whether in economic research or economic construction, we must pay attention to an unscientific tendency, that is, overemphasizing productive forces while neglecting the study and construction of production relations. This tendency is very likely to breed the erroneous concept of 'productive forces determinism' in the current and long period to come. The development of our People's Party is by no means a simple accumulation of productive forces, but needs to be constructed through holistic research and exploration..."

When Chen Ke said this, his expression was quite serious, and Li Shouxian had a deep impression of it. However, unknown which reader had written a comment next to it: "Apriorism?!" The large question mark and exclamation mark likely expressed suspicion and dissatisfaction. Whether the object of dissatisfaction was Chen Ke, who wrote this passage, or the comrades with the "tendency towards productive forces alone", was unknown.

Li Shouxian considered his own theoretical knowledge to be very shaky. He actually envied those comrades who dared to openly criticize others from the bottom of his heart. Li Shouxian's family could be considered well-off middle peasants, and he had read some books. After the flood destroyed Li Shouxian's family, he instead received compulsory education here in the People's Party. By now, Li Shouxian could read, write, and calculate, but that bit of classical Chinese education from his early years had long been completely overwhelmed by the People's Party's modern Chinese education. Asking him to write in vernacular Chinese was fine, but he really couldn't achieve making a summary speech with such concise content.

Opening his own thick notebook, Li Shouxian finally found the term "Apriorism". Following it was the explanation Li Shouxian had copied down. "Apriorism: A form of idealist epistemology. It is fundamentally opposed to the materialist reflection theory. It believes that human knowledge precedes sensory experience and social practice, and is innate. Also known as a priorism or idealist apriorism." While silently reading this text, Li Shouxian racked his brains to recall in which class he had learned this knowledge and how the lecturing teacher had elaborated on this content. After thinking for a good while, Li Shouxian finally remembered that it was Qi Huishen, the Secretary of the Anhui Provincial Committee, who had taught this class. In it, he had analyzed complex idealism and materialism.

"These learned comrades are just different," Li Shouxian couldn't help but sigh.

When Chairman Chen Ke summoned the Hubei comrades for a meeting under the name of "Cadre Training", Li Shouxian never expected the situation to turn into what it was now. Originally a Hubei meeting, it had turned into a National Party Congress of the People's Party. Party representatives from various provinces gathered in Wuhan. This Third Plenary Session was not like the past, mainly conducting work arrangements and related discussions. Under the leadership of Chairman Chen Ke, more than 1,200 representatives selected from nearly 60,000 People's Party members and probationary members were conducting an ideological discussion meeting.

This meeting was not like the past where one just listened to reports; all representatives had to participate in discussions and logically accept the concepts of the socialist system and people's revolution. Besides study and social practice, there were group discussions. Li Shouxian had been worrying about the work in the county, thinking that after listening to the work arrangements, he could go back and continue working. Unexpectedly, Chairman Chen Ke spoke up: if this discussion wasn't finished, no one could think about going back.

Since Chairman Chen had spoken, everyone initially felt they should hurry up and finish the meeting so they could hurry back to work. So the discussions were actually quite active. As a result, after several general assemblies and small group discussions, even Li Shouxian, who considered himself to have no concept of "profound" political concepts, discovered that there were not just a few people within the party who opposed Chairman Chen Ke on many concepts.

The People's Party had held many trainings, large and small, in the past, and many concepts and consensuses existed. For example, overthrowing the imperial system, establishing a socialist republic, and realizing the people's democratic dictatorship—these concepts were undisputed content within the People's Party.

Those who could be elected as party representatives were all comrades with considerable practical experience. Regarding specific work and theoretical elaboration, much was done attached to work arrangements. At the time, everyone listened and thought it made sense, and it was effective for specific work. However, after the work was done, to what extent these theories were remembered by comrades and continued to be applied in other work varied vastly.

Li Shouxian considered himself not smart enough, so he read those documents repeatedly whenever he had time. He tried to combine them with mass work, and there were some results. At this meeting, after listening to the speeches, he felt that quite a few comrades not only failed to combine work with mobilizing the masses, but some even advocated doing the opposite. their attitude was not only not to mobilize the masses, but even to advocate restricting the masses, adopting a model of absolute unilateral leadership by the People's Party. These comrades brought out various examples to prove that this method was the most efficient and also the most thorough in mopping up enemies.

Since there was comrades holding this attitude, naturally there was another faction, believing that as long as the People's Party's dominant situation could be maintained, the current situation in the localities could be temporarily accepted, and even the gentry and landlords could be classified as a force that "can be fully cooperated with temporarily" to rapidly advance the goal of the People's Party seizing full power in the four provinces.

At the meeting, Chairman Chen Ke criticized comrades holding both these attitudes simultaneously. All sides had a great debate from theory to practice. Finally, Chairman Chen Ke had to require all comrades to give work reports at the meeting, and conduct "criticism and self-criticism" at the reporting meeting. At the same time, discussions and analysis were conducted on the article "Analysis of the Classes in Chinese Society".

Originally, many comrades thought the meeting could be completed in five or six days, but in the blink of an eye, it exceeded everyone's expectations. Chairman Chen Ke not only had no intention of letting everyone go back, but even summoned one-tenth of the party members and probationary members to enter the Party School for training in the name of the Party School. The original 1,200-person meeting turned into a 6,000-person study and meeting session in the blink of an eye. Chairman Chen Ke personally served as the principal of the Party School, and Anhui Provincial Committee Secretary Qi Huishen served as the vice-principal.

This time it was not just a matter of the Party Constitution; the Party School first emphasized organizational discipline. Chairman Chen Ke demanded the establishment of "iron-like discipline". Including the organization methods of various regular meetings and ad hoc meetings. The division of labor for comrades in various positions, internal scrutiny of the party organization, and the reporting system. Including various accountability systems. If a problem occurred, exactly which department needed to be responsible.

These organizational regulations existed originally, but this time they were refined and improved through discussion. All content had to be discussed and trained by party organizations at all levels of the Party School. Every party group had to understand these work positions. Besides oral exams, there were written exams. This was still okay; including Li Shouxian, most comrades felt that although it was troublesome, doing so had been proven by many cases. Clear division of labor and responsibilities in place were of great benefit to the work.

The first sharp conflict erupted over "reporting" (whistleblowing). The published "Regulations on Reporting by Party Members" required that all party members had the obligation to report bad behavior within the party. Reporting did not distinguish between closeness or distance; all party members must maintain loyalty to the party's cause and conduct public and private reporting of words and deeds that violated party organizational discipline.

"Isn't this just snitching?" The Party School exploded. Criticism and self-criticism was one thing, but reporting and exposing was another matter. The former was a work discussion issue; if you didn't say it, or if you had thick skin when criticized by comrades, you could get through it. Even so, comrades turning into enemies during public criticism and self-criticism were not just one or two cases. But the latter, in this era, was a matter of shooting someone in the back.

Originally, perfecting the organizational structure and clarifying the division of responsibilities had already made many comrades very dissatisfied in their hearts. What many comrades envied was Chen Ke's demeanor of holding great power and wielding it freely; the division of responsibilities directly turned this possibility into a bubble. And public and private reporting made comrades in leadership positions feel great unease. Because this reporting was facing the "Discipline Inspection Commission". Since there was a lack of cadres everywhere now, the Discipline Inspection Commission was short-handed, and many young cadres entered the Discipline Inspection Commission to work. The old cadres might not necessarily look up to these comrades. If it was just because they entered the Discipline Inspection Commission that new cadres could ride over old cadres, this was not a situation the old cadres were willing to see.

Moreover, many of the party members were new party members with insufficient understanding of the People's Party. They had not been subjected to strict disciplinary constraints, and their "jianghu air" (outlaw/triad mentality) was heavy. These various problems entangled together, and using "opposing private reporting, demanding public criticism and self-criticism" as a vent, quite a few comrades in the Party School caused a ruckus.

Li Shouxian usually didn't like to form cliques, and he consistently agreed with Chen Ke's views. So for the time being, no one pulled Li Shouxian into this noisy force. However, thinking of the current situation, Li Shouxian also felt very uneasy in his heart.
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Chapter 62: The Terror of Large-Scale Industry (Part 4)

"Chairman Chen, the brothers... the comrades are emotional. Do we still want Party unity or not?" Pang Zi was now the Brigade Commander of the 5th Cavalry Brigade and considered a high-ranking cadre. Among the comrades who were throwing tantrums, there were quite a few "good fellows" from the Shandong side. Pang Zi had been pushed forward to speak on their behalf.

"Brother Pang, you've known Chairman Chen for a long time. You have to speak up for everyone."

"That's right. If the army were led by Brother Pang, Brother Wu, or Brother Chai, we'd accept whatever they say. But those birds in the back are throwing bricks in the dark, and nobody can stand it. You have to help us."

Under the requests of his brothers, Pang Zi had no choice but to step forward.

Pang Zi also harbored some anger towards the army commissars in his heart. These people were fine when fighting battles, and they could convince the masses when doing things together. But once they started reasoning, they recognized no family or relations. A man lives for his face, just as a tree lives for its bark. The brothers also had to lead troops and fight; they couldn't have their face completely stripped away. Pang Zi spoke up publicly with a somewhat tragic sense of duty.

As soon as he finished speaking, Pang Zi immediately saw the other high-ranking Party cadres looking at him with strange expressions. Pang Zi immediately lost his nerve. In the Shandong troops, Chai Qingguo and Chen Tianhua were the leaders. Although Wu Xingchen had high status, ever since the People's Party began reorganizing the Shandong base area, he had ceased to speak publicly. On the rare occasions he did speak, the implication was always "obey the Party's command in everything." The principle wasn't wrong, but the higher-ups managed things too strictly, and Pang Zi was genuinely unconvinced in his heart.

"This question is asked well. Today, we will specifically discuss feudal ideology." Chen Ke wasn't angry at all. Right now, everyone had to be allowed to speak, to speak the truth, to speak their minds. He had spent the better part of last year traveling around the base areas specifically to see what the local comrades were doing and what they would say. Without these practical investigations, Chen Ke wouldn't have dared to rashly hold such a large meeting.

"One of the characteristics of feudalism is the distribution of power. Theoretically, a certain core holds all power. Then, through a system, power is distributed to the people around them. Why distribute power? Because one person cannot manage a country, so power can only be held by other people and groups through a model of enfeoffment. However, the ownership of power belongs to the core power holder. Our China has a long history of the imperial system, so everyone can easily understand..."

Chen Ke explained very patiently. Grandpa Mao had always required that revolution be combined with China's national conditions. So, understanding China's national conditions was the primary task. As a time traveler, Chen Ke's greatest advantage was "standing outside of things." The era of 1910 had no connection to him. He could analyze this era completely from the perspective of an outsider.

Feudalism was the mainstream ideology in the era of 1910. Countless people, based on their own positioning, hoped to acquire the status of a "lord" within the entire system. Whether a great lord or a small lord, they all wanted to solidify their power. They attempted to turn power and capital into things they owned. Even if they couldn't achieve eternal existence, they hoped for hereditary nobility. Whether it could be achieved or not was decided by the outside world, but from an internal perspective, everyone's instinctual pursuit was the same.

Hoping to reject any supervision and restraint through the feudal method of enfeoffment, and for small groups to possess solidified power—this was the starting point of sectarianism within the Party. Chen Ke did not shy away from these things at all; he explained the ins and outs very thoroughly. If a political party of a communist nature told lies in its basic theoretical construction within the party, then it would be completely finished.

During Chen Ke's explanation of feudalism, Pang Zi already understood what Chen Ke was saying. His face began to burn in waves. It was an unpleasant feeling to have the words he dared not say in his heart pointed out by someone else.

"Comrades, at the present stage, our People's Party is a political party of large-scale industrialization. One of the characteristics of large-scale industrialization is that various seemingly unrelated departments are actually all parts of the entire state apparatus. And the socialist system we are implementing determines the nature of this state apparatus. The state apparatus is a tool for class rule. Who is the ruling class of China? The working people are the ruling class; this stance cannot be wrong. We, the People's Party, are not the ruling class. We are the revolutionary vanguard of the broad masses of working people. We ourselves are part of the working people. It is the people who hand power to us, not we who create a system of power inheritance and then transmit power layer by layer."

On this issue, Chen Ke had engaged in persistent discussions with the central high command. No matter how arduous the debate, Chen Ke insisted on implementing this concept.

"What is Party unity? Party unity is working together with one heart and one mind to complete tasks. It is not wallowing in the mire together or hiding one's light under a bushel. If monitoring and reporting work is treated as picking faults, as others challenging one's personal interests, then naturally one will not accept supervision. And do comrades who are unwilling to accept monitoring have the idea that they don't trust the organization? As if once someone files a complaint, the organization can no longer distinguish right from wrong, and the reported comrade will be wronged and falsely accused. Is he the only one who is correct? Is everyone else a bastard? Comrade Pang Zi, what do you think?"

Pang Zi dared not speak anymore. In fact, what Pang Zi hated was being reported and exposed by others. Usually, there were not just one or two people who came to him to file black complaints or throw bricks in the dark. It was precisely because he had seen so many excessive things that Pang Zi was genuinely afraid that others would do the same to him. But he couldn't say these things publicly, or wouldn't he become the kind of person who files black complaints that he hated the most?

"Why hold such a big meeting this time? I don't believe this meeting can solve all problems once and for all. Everyone hopes for a once-and-for-all solution, but that is unrealistic. So, I want to reach a consensus with comrades at this meeting: there is no such thing as once-and-for-all in the world. do comrades agree?" Chen Ke asked with an attitude of protracted war.

No one disagreed; everyone expressed their agreement with this basic viewpoint.

"Comrades, let us analyze our success so far. I have said many times, it is not the People's Party that wants to make a revolution, but the people who need a revolution. Our success comes from the fact that the masses of people who need revolution met the People's Party, and the two sides combined. Only then did we have today's situation. Our combination with the masses is accomplished by following the mass line and through detailed and profound mass work. It is not that we stand there and wave our arms, and the masses swarm to surround us. Everyone has done so much concrete work, and not too much time has passed. I ask you, which start of work was not us going to the masses, hoping to get their support through our work? Which start of work was the masses spontaneously finding us and asking us to support them in solving social problems?"

Hearing this, everyone admitted that Chen Ke was right, but a considerable number of high-ranking cadres still couldn't accept this concept in their hearts. If all strength comes from the masses, then what do the People's Party's efforts count for? The hard sweat, the hot blood and life, what do the countless dedications and sacrifices everyone made count for?

If it weren't for the fact that Chen Ke himself was the person who contributed the most in the People's Party, if it weren't for the fact that Chen Ke had dedicated his everything to the Party and the people, perhaps someone would have already questioned him in public.

"Comrades, if you have any thoughts, just say them directly. I won't deceive you. Before deciding on the revolution, I also felt that I should get everything, I should own everything, and I should control everything. This kind of thinking is not shameful. This is a matter determined by human biology. Everyone instinctively views the world this way. From a certain perspective, this attitude is also correct. However, we not only have our biological nature but also our social nature. Biologically, everyone centers on themselves. Socially, individual value is defined by society. That is to say, as Marx said, the essence of man is no abstraction inherent in each single individual. In its reality, it is the ensemble of the social relations."

In the discussions with the comrades, Chen Ke felt that his theoretical level had indeed improved a lot. If it were before, Chen Ke would inevitably be complacent. Now, he long ceased to have such thoughts. After being able to view himself from a social significance, one could see the torrent of the entire society rushing forward without stopping. If one could not forge ahead, being eliminated was only a matter of time. The People's Party had already stepped onto the node. If they lay on their laurels and slept, everything would be finished.

Chen Ke couldn't help but think of the morbid groans of some public intellectuals after the high-speed rail accident: "China, please stop your flying footsteps, wait for your people, wait for your soul, wait for your morality, wait for your conscience!"

Forging ahead inevitably encounters problems and inevitably involves excruciating experiences. It is precisely because of these encounters that one must move forward and develop even more. If the pace stops, the so-called "morality and conscience" will not only not be established but will instead fall into stagnation and collapse across the board.

No matter what difficulties and obstacles lie ahead, no matter what stormy waves there will be. No matter how difficult and painful the reality of this world is for the comrades to see with their own eyes. Chen Ke had to drag the People's Party into the era of large-scale industry. Chen Ke no longer felt this was his determination. He firmly believed that this was his mission, this was the value and meaning of his existence.

The high-level officials were relatively easier to persuade because they had experienced more and seen more. Their biggest doubt was not the theory, but rather Chen Ke's method of practicing these theories. What exactly the large-scale industrial era the People's Party was opening looked like, and what attitude each person should adopt to enter this industrial era, gradually became the main content of the discussion.

Lu Huitian knew that Chen Ke had "let him off the hook." If Chen Ke wanted to, he could have used "criticizing Lu Huitian's right-leaning capitulationist line" as the pretext to convene this meeting. In fact, after discussing for so long, some people had already explicitly or implicitly proposed this view. Lu Huitian was by no means a pushover. As one of the veterans of the People's Party, Lu Huitian also had his own supporters. Even if Chen Ke had unparalleled status within the People's Party, as long as Chen Ke did not lead the criticism of Lu Huitian, others could not touch a hair on Lu Huitian's head. The reason Lu Huitian did not directly conflict with those comrades who opposed him was entirely because of Chen Ke's consistent openness and sincerity. Since Chen Ke was willing to resolve line differences through this kind of discussion, Lu Huitian was also willing to use the same method for discussion.

When Pang Zi raised the issue of "uniting comrades," Lu Huitian suddenly realized that Chen Ke was the one truly uniting comrades. Pang Zi's "unity" aimed at small groups or personal interests was purely "wallowing in the mire."

After so much discussion, Lu Huitian was, in a sense, persuaded by Chen Ke. However, he simply couldn't accept the concept of large-scale industry that Chen Ke was pushing. Just imagining the large-scale industrial era described by Chen Ke made Lu Huitian feel dizzy. That was taking China and even the world into full view, arranging immediate concrete work from a global perspective. The huge gap involved made this young man feel fear.

In order to realize the revolution under this large-scale industrial system, some revolutionary means were so cold and ruthless that they made Lu Huitian genuinely tremble. Take Lin Shenhe, the Director of the Hubei Public Security Department, as an example. During the rectification process in Wuhan, this comrade unexpectedly received Chen Ke's appreciation and support. His methods were so well-considered and his actions so ruthless and decisive that Lu Huitian felt he completely could not accept them.

Regarding Comrade Lin Shenhe, apart from political differences, Lu Huitian also had profound objections to his character. Everyone in the People's Party knew that Lin Shenhe had abducted a foreign patrolman's wife. Finally, this divorce case was adjudicated through the People's Party's court.

Foreign-related divorce cases involved huge implications. It was only because the People's Party was now strong and the foreign devils dared not make a move. Even so, the arrogant foreign devils behaved quite insolently in the People's Party's court. A group of foreign devils who came along even dared to brandish pistols in the People's Party's court. Only after being beaten up by the bailiffs with batons and rifle butts did this group of people behave themselves. With military violence as the foundation, plus the fact that it was indeed a fair court trial, the Consular Corps of the foreign devils recognized this divorce case as legal. This finally settled the dispute on the surface.

Precisely because he had gone against the foreigners, everyone was willing to support Lin Shenhe, albeit reluctantly. Otherwise, a guy who abducted someone else's wife would have been dragged out and beaten to death long ago. Lin Shenhe showed no reaction to others' cynicism. He continued to do his work at the Public Security Department. The current Lin Shenhe was lecturing comrades responsible for public security work from various places at the Party School.

"Regarding pornography, gambling, and drugs, as well as gangster forces in various places, we must eradicate them. No matter what societies or gangs these people claim to be, saying how they uphold justice and follow heavenly principles. These are all lies. Without money, what are these people after? Their purpose in pursuing status is also for money. From the perspective of our People's Party's new system, these people are organizations opposing the government. They need to be banned and eliminated." The handsome Lin Shenhe spoke fluently on the podium.

The comrades participating in this training and education were all Party members and cadres, so political education and cadre education were temporarily mixed together. Lin Shenhe was responsible for the training content for public security cadres.

"Labor is the only standard of measurement in the new order constructed by our People's Party. We must support and help all laborers. All exploiters must be eliminated. Whether one stands on the side of the broad masses of working people or on the side of the wealthy exploiting class determines one's attitude towards local forces. Especially in departments like the public security system, it is easy to see the problem clearly. Maintaining the legal system is one issue; maintaining the system of exploitation is another."

Unlike the views of many comrades towards Lin Shenhe, what Lin Shenhe said was his true realization. When he first arrived in the base area, he chose the best way to survive—"following Chen Ke's footsteps." In this marital dispute, Lin Shenhe truly loved this married woman. That was why he disregarded everything and risked great danger to be formally with this lady. Even if it meant joining the rebellious People's Party, Lin Shenhe would not hesitate.

Originally, he thought he would have to pay a huge price. This was easy to imagine. In this cruel era, a person abandoned by mainstream society would find it hard to survive, let alone bringing along an eye-catching foreign woman. That would make even eloping and fleeing incredibly difficult. No one would shelter Lin Shenhe. The benefits of betraying Lin Shenhe versus the cost of sheltering him—any normal person would happily abandon Lin Shenhe. Because of this, Lin Shenhe had to understand Chen Ke, and had to correctly understand Chen Ke's requirements for him. If even the ranks of the rebels could not tolerate Lin Shenhe, the only ending for Lin Shenhe would be to commit suicide together with his lover.

Chen Ke's requirement for Lin Shenhe was simple: honestly be a laborer and do his revolutionary work well. This lenient requirement initially even made Lin Shenhe feel that Chen Ke had some huge conspiracy. But after these few years of work, Lin Shenhe discovered that this was Chen Ke's only requirement. As long as Lin Shenhe was willing to honestly be a laborer, the revolutionary team would give Lin Shenhe and his lover a chance to turn over a new leaf.

Lin Shenhe, who had been a patrolman in Shanghai, knew what a cruel era this was. In this era, working people who had committed no mistakes struggled to make a living. This cruel era would certainly not give a person like Lin Shenhe, who had made a huge mistake, a chance to survive. After understanding that he had finally obtained a chance to turn over a new leaf, Lin Shenhe threw himself into the revolution with an attitude of ecstasy and fanaticism.

No matter how others viewed the revolution, Lin Shenhe truly believed that a society with freedom of marriage, where the value of social members was decided by labor rather than exploitative status, was absolute justice. He was willing to give his all for this revolutionary cause. When the People's Party court judged the divorce, and the civil affairs department issued a formal marriage certificate to Lin Shenhe, he believed this even more.

"Comrades can easily be deceived by the illusion of gangs and societies maintaining order. The order these organizations maintain is one that is beneficial to them. This order covers up naked exploitation." Having been in Shanghai for so long, Lin Shenhe was incredibly familiar with the ways of the gangs.

"These people control the local economy by monopolizing labor opportunities. I'll take the Boat Gang as an example. On one hand, they do not allow laborers to freely participate in dock handling. This creates a situation of scarcity in handling jobs. The Boat Gang uses this job scarcity to wantonly suppress the wages of the handling workers. On the other hand, after they control the unloading transactions, they raise loading and unloading prices by not providing unloading services to cargo ships that need them. The price difference in between is all scooped up by them. The result is that on one side, a large number of ships cannot load or unload, and on the other side, many people cannot find handling work. If we don't knock them out, the port order cannot be straightened out."

Many comrades were hearing these tricks for the first time and couldn't understand the principles for a moment. Lin Shenhe wrote "Supply and Demand" on the blackboard, and then explained the various forces one by one centering on the relationship between supply and demand. After understanding Lin Shenhe's explanation, the public security comrades were filled with righteous indignation.

"Isn't this bullying people!"

"These people are all bastards!"

Raising his hand to quiet the comrades, Lin Shenhe laughed coldly: "Everyone must know that these people dare to do anything to maintain their own interests. What fellow villager ties, what loyalty. In these gangs, the more one doesn't work, the more they brag about these things loudly. I'll take Wuhan as an example. Originally, five major gangs monopolized the docks, and there were less than a thousand people who could engage in the handling industry long-term. Among them, two hundred people basically didn't work. Each handler earned less than two hundred wen a day. Every day, they had to hand over thirty to fifty wen in tribute money. There were also over a thousand casual laborers, and these people were exploited even more miserably, earning less than one hundred wen for a day's work. Moreover, there were fights and brawls almost every day, and people died every three to five days. After knocking out the various gangs, the number of frontline handling workers officially registered in our organization's handling union increased to three thousand. No one pays any tribute money. Children can go to school, and we have also tried our best to arrange work for their families. So, should we knock out these gangs? I think I don't need to explain to comrades anymore."

The trainees nodded repeatedly with firm gazes, "That's right, these bad people must be knocked out."

"If we don't completely eliminate these people, there will be no bright universe for the broad masses of working people. So no matter how cleverly they disguise themselves, how pitifully they speak, how diligently they flatter those in power, everyone must not be deceived by them. Every single wen of money they attempt to use to bribe us is exploited from the working people; they themselves will absolutely not go to work. If we, the People's Party, allow such organizations of theirs to exist and condone such organizations operating in this mode, then we are committing a crime against the working people. We ourselves would be the enemies of the working people. As a member of the People's Party, this is absolutely not allowed!"

After finishing the general content on gangs, Lin Shenhe led the comrades to conduct field inspections. In addition to inspections of the port and freight industry, arrangements were also made for grievance meetings. Listening to those handling workers who had suffered deeply personally recount their past experiences was more convincing than any political class.

Just as the large group of people came out of the classroom, they saw another group of people pulling carts walking towards this side. There were Party members of various ranks in this group, from high-ranking cadres to probationary members, and the one in the lead was Chen Ke. There was nothing special about the team, but the carts were quite special. Because of the favorable wind, a smell of excrement and urine wafted from the carts.

The Party School not only had lectures but also many labors, such as manure scooping. This was done completely by headcount; no matter if you were ranked early or late, you had to do it. Manure scooping was not limited to the Party School; the toilets in the surrounding residential areas and public toilets on both sides of the roads were also within the scope of labor. Chen Ke had long made it clear that if anyone felt that labor, including manure scooping, was shameful, they could leave the People's Party immediately. There was no need to come for the revolution. The People's Party did not accept people who believed that work had high or low status.

Listening to the theory, everyone admitted that Chairman Chen Ke made sense. But the fact that Chairman Chen Ke led the team to scoop manure with a calm and composed attitude indeed gave many people a profound shock. The two teams were in a hurry, going along their respective tracks to complete their tasks.

Outside the Party School, several pairs of alert eyes were staring at the People's Party's Party School. The large-scale assembly of the People's Party was in itself extremely abnormal. Was this preparation for war? Or was there some special plot? Both the Wuhan Consular Corps and the Beiyang government cared extremely about it. The Wuhan Consular Corps was very close, so even if the news was "magical," it was convenient to verify. For Beiyang's secret agents, let's not talk about the training inside the campus. The cadres of the People's Party sweeping streets and scooping manure pits was truly something beyond their imagination. What on earth were these people doing? Had they gone mad?

And when the figure of Chen Ke pulling a manure cart appeared, the secret agents even thought there was something wrong with their eyes. But the result of trailing him made this group of people want to gouge their eyes out. Chen Ke, whose status in today's China was second only to Yuan Shikai, was holding a long-handled manure ladle and earnestly scooping manure from ordinary public toilets. The secret agents dared not get close. They all believed that this was merely a person who looked very much like Chen Ke; this person absolutely could not be Chen Ke.

Therefore, neither Beiyang nor the Consular Corps received any relevant reports.
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The docks of Wuhan were extremely busy. As a hub of water transport, supplies from the Jianghan line were transported to the north of the Yangtze River and then needed to be shipped to the south bank. The vessels plying the Yangtze also brought rolling business opportunities. This was the largest city controlled by the People's Party, and the second largest city in the country in terms of GDP, second only to Shanghai. The People's Party had taken over Wuhan during the flood, and the foreign consular corps once believed that this group of country bumpkin bandits from the People's Party could absolutely not manage Wuhan. As a result, this group of "bandits," who painted slogans everywhere and could skillfully use Chinese characters, taught the foreign diplomatic corps a severe lesson.

What the foreign devils could see was that, in addition to disaster relief, the "bandits" used weapons to force officials at all levels to describe trade circulation methods on the spot, listening and recording at the same time. In addition to coercing officials, they also inquired everywhere. Just when the foreign devils felt that the People's Party was at its wit's end, this organization began to manage and operate Wuhan's commerce and trade.

The foreign devils were deeply impressed by the young rebel leader He Zudao, who could also speak some foreign languages. He was in his early twenties, excessively young. He Zudao not only managed Wuhan, which was in chaos during the flood, but even demanded a handover of government affairs with the foreign consular corps in a very methodical manner. It was only from that time on that the foreign consular corps realized that the People's Party they were dealing with was by no means ordinary bandits, but a well-trained regular army.

And after another police force began to station in Wuhan, another slightly famous name entered the sights of the consular corps. A foreign patrolman had his wife abducted by a Chinese man, which was considered a big deal. And the head of the People's Party police force was the "somewhat legendary" former Shanghai International Settlement police officer Lin Shenhe.

Lin Shenhe was responsible for the public security department, and under his iron-fisted governance, Wuhan's law and order improved a lot. Moreover, the diplomatic corps of various countries discovered something extremely rare in the world and unheard of in China. The customs personnel of the People's Party actually did not accept bribes. In the tariff negotiations with the British, the British naturally refused to hand over the tax money. The People's Party did not force them, but they equipped their own personnel in all customs offices at a ratio of one to three based on the existing staff. They worked and learned at the same time, and soon mastered the knowledge of the Manchu Qing customs. And they accurately grasped the amount of tax money controlled by the British.

The British naturally would not take out the tax money that had already fallen into their hands. However, the People's Party demanded that the British hand over the tax money collected next to the People's Party. The Boxer Indemnity was secured by customs revenue. The diplomatic corps of various countries were naturally unwilling. If they were unwilling, the two sides would grind and resist here, and the performance of the People's Party made the diplomatic corps really unable to resist. They couldn't cheat the People's Party if they wanted to, and tens of thousands of troops were not something the Wuhan consular corps could resist.

After the People's Party was willing to import a large number of goods from various countries, the four countries of Britain, France, Germany, and the United States agreed to the People's Party's request. Although Russia and Japan were dissatisfied, they could not intervene in the People's Party's actions in Wuhan. Coupled with the great changes in the situation in China, this tariff money was finally in the hands of the People's Party.

The 1908 flood turned the three towns of Wuhan into a water country, and there was no harvest of grain. The People's Party used both soft and hard tactics to nationalize the land in Wuhan. The main roads were eight lanes, and the narrowest roads were four lanes. The entire city began to rebuild under a strict layout.

Lin Shenhe led the comrades of the Party School to inspect the docks, and the next day they began to inspect civil affairs work. As a transmigrator from the 21st century, Chen Ke naturally had his own ideas about urban planning. The area facing the river was naturally the import and export trade zone, leaving a large area. And in the residential areas, every neighborhood had its own complete social support facilities according to the population. Post offices, schools, hospitals, shops, and of course, police stations. This was the concept of a sub-bureau rather than a local police station. The security offices were very dense, in charge of security issues in each street.

The sub-bureau combined household registration, temporary residence, various criminal and civil police teams, and a series of functions were all concentrated within the jurisdiction of the sub-bureau. The household registration book was the most important thing provided by the People's Party to the residents of Wuhan.

When Lin Shenhe entered the Hanyang Changjiang Road Sub-bureau, the liveliness here really made the comrade from the county town feel a burst of suffocation. There were so many people. The most eye-catching one was a middle-aged man sitting on the ground crying loudly. The surrounding police officers were trying to persuade him. Seeing Lin Shenhe coming with a large group of people, the police officers immediately saluted Lin Shenhe.

"What's going on?" Lin Shenhe asked while returning the salute.

"This resident lost his household registration book," the police officer said helplessly.

Losing a household registration book meant losing the identity recognized by the People's Party. Without this identity, whether applying for housing or a grain book, it became a big problem. As the saying goes, there is no making without breaking. The People's Party's attitude towards Wuhan was "take from the people and use for the people." Since they had already obtained a large amount of tax revenue from Wuhan, the goose that laid golden eggs, the People's Party did not begrudge making relatively large investments.

The People's Party had accumulated sufficient construction experience in Anhui. Now, the residential areas in Wuhan were all three-story red brick apartment buildings. Each apartment had tap water and its own kitchen and bathroom. Anyone willing to accept this household registration book could apply for housing, apply for a grain book, and apply for their children to enter school. The benefits were really numerous.

One of the most important reasons why dock workers were willing to join the trade union was that after joining the trade union, this series of benefits would be handled for you by the trade union. Especially for the poor wretches who made a living by physical labor, lived in straw sheds, and didn't know where their next meal was coming from. Suddenly being able to live in a small building with glass windows, how much virtue must have been accumulated in a past life for this? That was a red brick western-style building, a place where only foreign devils could live. Even if a single worker only had 15 square meters, it was absolutely worth it.

"Down with the evil old society, workers have housing, clothing, and food." Such propaganda was immediately implemented. At least Lin Shenhe believed that this was the reason why Lu Huitian hesitated to forcefully push for comprehensive land reform. If problems could be solved by administrative and financial means, the resistance and difficulties encountered by violent land reform could be saved.

Lin Shenhe himself clearly opposed this view at the Hubei Provincial Party Committee meeting. Wuhan relied on sucking blood from the commerce and trade of surrounding provinces to have such a scale of capital investment. As the person in charge of public security, Lin Shenhe firmly supported completing comprehensive land reform as soon as possible, establishing grassroots organizations, and implementing a strict urban-rural dual system. in these troubled times, the land of the four provinces of the base area must be firmly grasped. If these could not be achieved, the power of the People's Party could not be effectively exerted. Engaging in construction is difficult, but engaging in destruction is too easy. If effective management cannot be carried out, it is irresponsible to the party and irresponsible to the working people.

Looking at the pitiful appearance of the wailing man, Lin Shenhe almost blurted out, "Reissue it according to the regulations."

But this impulse only lasted for a moment. Lin Shenhe asked in a deep voice, "How was it lost?"

"He said he didn't know either. He just wanted us to reissue it for him. Before we could ask clearly, he started crying." Facing Lin Shenhe, the police officer answered very carefully.

"Letting him cry like this affects our normal work. Take him inside for questioning." Lin Shenhe answered decisively. The public security organs must first maintain order. If their own order is disrupted, what does that count for?

After saying this, Lin Shenhe asked loudly, "Where is the front desk staff on duty today?"

The police officers looked at each other, and someone answered, "The deputy director went out."

"Where is the director?" Lin Shenhe remembered as soon as he asked that the director was attending training at the Party School.

"The director and the deputy director went out together." The voices of the police officers were not very high.

"Where is the chief of the security section?" Lin Shenhe was really surprised.

"Several leaders went out together to show everyone the houses." Finally, a comrade gave a clear answer.

The public security organs distributed housing, distributed to nine communities. This was indeed a happy event, but the problem was that not a single person was left behind. This was a bit too excited. Lin Shenhe thought helplessly.

Facing the visiting cadres, Lin Shenhe smiled and said, "Come, everyone help out, take this citizen inside."

Seeing a group of young guys closing in on him, the middle-aged man on the ground was terrified. But he couldn't resist these police cadres who came from the army at all. Two police cadres grabbed the middle-aged man's arms from the left and right, and under the leadership of the police officer, dragged him into the conference room inside the sub-bureau.

The masses who came to handle affairs watched this clean and neat handling. Some gloated, and some showed a trace of fear.

"Comrade, explain to everyone. The sub-bureau is a place to solve problems for citizens, not a place for people to make trouble. No matter who it is, they cannot disturb social order." After explaining the work, Lin Shenhe entered the interrogation room with other comrades.

A dark crowd of people surrounded one person. This momentum scared the middle-aged man into sobbing quietly. Lin Shenhe felt more and more that something was wrong. If he was here to handle affairs, even if it was a big matter like reissuing a household registration book, he shouldn't be in such a state.

During the questioning process, this person was full of loopholes. Let alone the experienced Lin Shenhe, other public security cadres also heard the clues. Some people were already eager to interrupt. Glared at by Lin Shenhe, they managed to hold back the impulse to show off.

After asking the matter from beginning to end, Lin Shenhe first had the middle-aged man taken to the interrogation room. Only then did he ask, "Comrades, what are your views?"

"This person didn't tell the truth."

"He first said he couldn't find it three days ago, then said he lost it yesterday. It's illogical."

"Hmm?" Hearing this, someone immediately began to look through the inquiry records.

"Is this guy a swindler?" Someone had already tried to draw a conclusion.

After the comrades had discussed in a messy circle, Lin Shenhe interrupted the various discussions and even arguments that had begun to diverge disorderly. "Comrades, some say we should trust the masses, some say we shouldn't trust the masses. Both of these statements have their own supporting theories. I think as a public security organ, as an organ that maintains social order, what we should believe is the facts. How to see the facts, I think *On Practice* explains it very clearly. Who can narrate this passage?"

The police cadres looked at each other. Finally, a cadre who came from a political commissar background said: "The process of knowledge, the first step is to begin to contact external things, belonging to the stage of perception. The second step is to synthesize the data of perception, arrange and reconstruct it; this belongs to the stage of conception, judgment and inference. Only when the data of perception are very rich (not fragmentary) and correspond to reality (are not illusory) can we form correct concepts and logic on the basis of such data."

After reciting this passage, some comrades had already begun to understand, while others were still somewhat baffled.

Lin Shenhe didn't have the idea of letting everyone play charades. He explained straightforwardly: "Comrades, for any case, inquiry is the beginning of contacting external affairs. In this process, everyone cannot interrupt the statement of the person being questioned. If you interrupt, that is guidance in a certain sense. This is very detrimental to collecting original material. And when you interrupt, it shows that you already have a subjective view. For things that happened to others, if you use your subjectivity to imagine, it is easy to create illusions that do not conform to reality. If you rely entirely on your own subjective imagination, it is impossible to reach correct judgments and inferences."

The comrade who tried to interrupt the middle-aged man in the middle couldn't help blushing.

"Second, in the process of handling a case, I require that you do not start questioning immediately after recording the deposition. Study the deposition again first. See if there are any logical problems, and if there are any contradictions in the content of the statement. Then conduct a second inquiry to clear up these doubts. After this, look at the deposition again. Remember, in these two inquiries, do not guide others to speak, but listen to what they say themselves. This is the way to know the thing itself."

After saying this, Lin Shenhe scanned the circle. He could see that some comrades had understood these words and were reflecting. Some did not understand, and some did not focus on this study at all, but focused on the reactions of others. Or there were a few who simply echoed along, attracting Lin Shenhe's attention, trying to prove that they were better than others.

Combining their usual performance during the study period, Lin Shenhe had already begun to circle in his mind which comrades could enter the higher-level training class, and which comrades needed continued targeted education. And there were still some people who needed to be cleared out of the team.

Not only the public security department, but all departments of the People's Party School were advancing their work methodically. Regardless of how the comrades participating in this training viewed themselves, the evaluations from the teachers of various categories selected by Chen Ke, inspections, and thought reports from comrades, as well as various party organization life meetings, gathered together one after another.

"My name is White Crow, and I am ready." A comrade standing on the third-level four-meter high platform of the outward bound training back-fall project, with his toes on the edge of the platform, shouted loudly with his back to everyone.

"We are also ready, please believe in us!" The comrades under the platform also responded loudly.

This comrade who named himself White Crow still remembered that on the lower first level, a middle-aged comrade named Living God of Wealth had his body almost at an acute angle, falling with his butt forward. Comrade White Crow's arm was still aching faintly. So he tried his best to straighten his body, tighten his buttocks, and fall backwards into the empty space in as straight a form as possible.

In front of a four-meter-high climbing project wooden fence, the burliest comrade was at the bottom. He struggled to grab the legs of the tallest comrade. Two comrades rode on top of the wooden fence, using all their strength to pull up the two people below. On the other side of the wooden fence, the comrades who had already climbed over grabbed the legs of these two comrades and hung in mid-air to ensure that the two comrades riding on top could maintain their balance.

This climbing project was carried out by four groups simultaneously. Some comrades didn't think of these at first. They decided to abandon the last comrade like a strong man breaking his wrist. Seeing that there were new ideas on this side, someone immediately wanted to circle back.

"Eagle Team, because of violating the rules. Each team member does twenty push-ups first! As the captain, because you didn't stop it, double it, forty," the instructor shouted sternly.

"Instructor, I..." The captain comrade of the Eagle Team tried to argue.

"Attempting to argue before the instructor speaks, each person adds another ten push-ups. As the captain, for not stopping it, double it, twenty." The instructor not only interrupted the Eagle Team comrade's words but also gave them a new punishment according to the rules. After finishing thirty push-ups, the captain of the Eagle Team couldn't care less about being tired and hurriedly raised his hand to ask a question.

"Comrade of the Eagle Team, you are now allowed to ask questions," the instructor said.

"Instructor, how do we get back?"

"When I explained the rules, I said that you are only allowed to move within the range on both sides of the fence. How to get over, you discuss with your own team members." The instructor answered very crisply.

The prerequisite for outward bound training team formation was that all members did not know each other. The captain was selected by the team members after each member took turns delivering a "speech competing for captain." The captain of the Eagle Team gathered the team members, "We can only climb over again."

"Captain, after doing these dozens of push-ups, I'm almost out of strength," a team member said.

"If you don't have strength, rest for a while. There is still time now. Even if we fall to the last place, as long as time permits, we cannot leave a comrade over there," the captain said decisively.

The team members of the Eagle Team looked at their captain, and then looked at the team next to them. The captain of the Eagle Team was a staff officer in the army. If it weren't for the rule requiring the captain to cross the wooden fence to count as success, the captain would have acted like a strong man breaking his wrist and left himself over there. But the team that first came up with the idea of relying on collective dragging to get everyone over the wooden fence, their captain was a scout. Whether they had actual combat experience or not, it really made a difference.

Seeing the questioning and dissatisfied gazes of the team members, the Eagle Team captain blushed. But this shyness only lasted for a moment. The Eagle Team captain snapped to attention and saluted, "Comrades, my initial design was unreasonable. I only considered efficiency and did not consider perfection. Comrades have opinions about me, I think this is as it should be. But, our comrade is on the other side, and we still have time. Please believe me one more time. We will try our best to bring the comrade over. If time really doesn't allow, I won't let us all fail because of overtime. Are comrades willing to try again?"

The comrades who distrusted the captain were moved by these words. Everyone looked at each other, and finally someone said: "Let's start now while we still have some strength. If we rest for a while longer, we probably really won't have any energy."

A small comrade nodded and said, "Everyone in our team is thin. I'll try standing at the very bottom. It will save some effort when pulling later."

Seeing everyone so supportive, the Eagle Team captain really felt like tears were filling his eyes. He snapped another salute, "Thank you for your support, comrades. When I get over there, I will definitely make a profound self-criticism to the comrades."

"Stop talking nonsense, let's go. Who stands at the bottom this time?" The comrade who spoke named himself Cuckoo. He had an impatient temper and hadn't made a sound just now. Since the whole team had a consensus, he immediately shouted.

"Cuckoo, step out. Disobeying team discipline, do ten push-ups," the instructor shouted immediately.

Cuckoo was about to defend himself, but his sore arms from doing push-ups just now reminded him of the existence of discipline. Cuckoo shut his mouth and obediently did ten push-ups. Then he stood up and asked to ask a question.

"Cuckoo, you are allowed to ask questions," the instructor said.

"Instructor, why punish me for not observing team discipline?" Cuckoo shouted.

The instructor's voice was serious and earnest, "Because when choosing the captain, it was everyone's joint decision. As a member of the team, you have an obligation to accept the captain's command. After each climbing method was decided, before climbing, you all said you agreed to this climbing method, so if the captain is wrong, you are also wrong. You absolutely cannot turn around and command the whole team just because you think the captain made a mistake. This is the reason why I judged that you did not observe team discipline."

Cuckoo nodded but didn't make a sound anymore. The instructor didn't say much either, continuing to watch coldly from the side.

The Eagle Team captain was dispirited by this criticism, but he quickly recovered, "Comrades, let's discuss the order of the human ladder this time."

This was May 1, 1910. It was a day two months after the Third Plenary Session of the First Central Committee began. Although Chen Ke still hoped to continue a more comprehensive intra-party discussion, the actual situation did not allow him to continue like this. Transferring 6,000 party members from the base area had a huge impact on local work. Facing such a situation, Chen Ke decided to use large-scale outward bound training as the prelude to the conclusion. And the effect of this outward bound training, judging from the training, was not bad.
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Chapter 64: The Terror of Large Scale Industry (Part 6)

"Why must we oppose feudalism? Comrades, what do you think is the greatest difference between feudalism and socialism?"

This final essay question was the key problem in the Party School's graduation exam. Up to this point, the Party School had never provided any standard answer. For the more than six thousand answer sheets, the twenty graders of the Party School had reached a consensus on this.

"The power structure of our People's Party is not a top-down layer-by-layer enfeoffment, but is derived from the bottom up through democratic centralism. If comrades cannot understand this point..." Shang Yuan was still somewhat worried. However, the area of Shang Yuan's brain responsible for humor had a slightly different association. The People's Party's exams were quite similar to the Imperial Examinations.

"That is only part of the system. Whether one can distinguish between the limiting and protective functions of the system, whether one can thoroughly understand the concept of the People's Party members as the revolutionary vanguard, and constantly urge oneself... I am also a bit worried," Qi Huishen was also uncertain about this.

He Zudao did not make a sound. As the supreme leader of the military's political work system, He Zudao controlled military administration. Regarding the power of revolutionary consciousness, as well as the harm of blindly believing in "revolutionary consciousness," He Zudao probably had more contact with it than anyone else present.

The twenty comrades of the Party School grading team sitting around the long table knew that this was an unparalleled grading session. It wasn't just the papers; in the archives behind them, there were stacks of files. The various records of these 6,000 people were all in there.

The graduation exam papers were certainly important, but even before that, the 20 core grading personnel, the more than 80 grading team members, and the 200 researchers—this team of over three hundred people was now the group of comrades deciding the future core of the People's Party.

Lu Huitian did not speak; he had already discovered a problem. Of the People's Party members who had originally followed Chen Ke to Fengtai County, less than 30 remained in this core team of 300. A large number of local young cadres had begun to enter the Party Central Committee's core stratum. There were also a large number of cadres who, although they had not entered the Central Committee, were about to be entrusted with heavy responsibilities. If there had ever been a Shanghai "Fudan Public School Faction," now within the Party, the Fudan Public School Faction was already a very inconspicuous group. Shang Yuan was a Northerner, and Qi Huishen and He Zudao had no connection with Fudan Public School. Many of the newly rising comrades were young cadres from the Anhui locality. No matter how Chen Ke opposed and killed landlords and gentry, young comrades from former Anhui small landlord and rich peasant families still occupied nearly forty percent of the proportion.

Faced with the huge changes in the Party organization, Lu Huitian felt a sense of loss.

Chen Ke looked around at the comrades. Even after such a long period of discussion and training, Chen Ke still felt somewhat uneasy in his heart. He couldn't help but emphasize again: "I will tell comrades one more time, the establishment of the system is not because we do not believe in the subjective initiative of the comrades. It is to guarantee organizational discipline and ensure the effective execution of work. This is the essence of modern industrial management. Facing a complex yet simple social system, a person can only be responsible for one aspect of the work. If our People's Party wants to do everything well, we must complete the division of labor and cooperation under the system's structure. This Party School training must eliminate that feudal thought of power enfeoffment from within the Party. If we don't knock out power enfeoffment, our People's Party will be at a dead end within a few years. The large-scale industrial system we are starting to build now relies on the capital accumulated from the huge labor force taken from the masses; this is all the blood and sweat money of the people. If systemic problems lead to the waste of these resources, that is a crime against the people."

The nineteen comrades all nodded slightly; everyone understood the concept of power enfeoffment. This was also a core part of traditional Chinese culture. As early as when Chen Ke wrote the book *The Life of Cixi*, he had begun to prepare to thoroughly strike at the current greatest enemy within the Party, "feudal power enfeoffment."

Cixi never cared about what was actually happening in each place. For her, power belonging to herself was the primary core objective. Only in this way could Cixi do whatever she wanted using power as she pleased. The Manchu Qing's power system was merely to maintain this set of feudal power enfeoffment system centered on Cixi. The Manchu Qing's personnel arrangements, various internal policies, daily taxation, foreign diplomacy, and wars—their core purpose was to maintain the existence and operation of the Manchu Qing's power enfeoffment system.

In this regard, Chen Ke could see the root of all Cixi's words and deeds even more clearly than Cixi herself.

After reading *The Life of Cixi*, the People's Party cadres' understanding of the Manchu Qing reached an unprecedented height. So regarding Chen Ke, who was dedicated to eliminating the power enfeoffment system within the People's Party, while the comrades supported and admired Chen Ke, they even felt a sense of sympathy for him.

Chen Ke himself also had a great sense of crisis regarding the People's Party's current system. As before, he told the truth to the comrades in the Party, only out of extremely realistic considerations, Chen Ke spoke even more bluntly to the core comrades.

In a sense, the People's Party was currently Chen Ke's "one voice hall." Political and war strategies—Chen Ke's explanations were merely teaching the comrades what to do. The People's Party organizations at all levels only needed to be responsible to the level above them. As long as they could thoroughly execute the Party program and policies proposed by Chairman Chen and obey Chairman Chen's command, they would be successful. In this situation, inner-party democracy had turned into "democratic discussion on how to better listen to Chairman Chen."

If one stripped away the concepts of "anti-exploitation, equality, science, democracy" that Chen Ke had repeatedly emphasized from beginning to end, perhaps the Manchu Qing's system would look even more humanized, more considerate, and more courteous to the worthy than the People's Party.

This was also what Chen Ke feared most. If the core programs he had exerted all his strength to implement were overthrown, given the organizational characteristics of the People's Party now, transforming into a feudal power enfeoffment organization would be a matter of minutes. The collapse of the Soviet Union had already proven all this.

In a history where private ownership had existed for thousands of years, and surrounded by forces of private ownership, Chen Ke had no certainty whether the base area could persist. Even if Chen Ke pulled the People's Party into the era of large-scale industrialization, once "anti-exploitation, equality, science, democracy" were overthrown, China would merely be advancing by leaps and bounds towards a brand-new fascist empire.

Faced with Chen Ke's consistent heart-to-heart discussion and exchange, the comrades' initial feeling was "astonishment." If not for Chen Ke's consistent political propaganda, if not for Chen Ke's consistent dedication to establishing the organizational model of democratic centralism, if not for Chen Ke dedicating his everything to the Party... and more importantly, if not for Chen Ke personally leading the comrades to create such grand revolutionary achievements, the nineteen core cadres present would absolutely not believe this was Chen Ke's heartfelt truth.

Those present were all hot-blooded young people, all participating in the revolution with the firm purpose of saving the country and the people, or at least being loyal to Chen Ke. Since the revolutionary leader was so frank, what else did the comrades have to say? The revolution had proven its effectiveness up to now, and the comrades had all seen the edge of a glorious future. Regardless of whether they themselves hoped to maintain a feudal power enfeoffment centered on themselves, at least the core high-level officials had reached a consensus to "eliminate feudal power enfeoffment within the Party."

Since power enfeoffment was to be eliminated, there had to be a corresponding system to replace the political structure of power enfeoffment. Chen Ke had managed to reach a consensus within the Party on the management system of large-scale industrialization with great difficulty. "Iron discipline, and a comprehensive democratic life model within the Party organization." The high-level officials all accepted Chen Ke's opinion.

There was still some time before the end of the exam. Zhang Yu, who had been silent, suddenly spoke up and asked, "Chairman Chen, do you think the Beiyang will fully implement feudal enfeoffment of power? To what extent will they do it?"

This question sparked the interest of quite a few comrades.

Chen Ke answered, "Beiyang is a warlord system; everyone is clear on this. Not enfeoffing is impossible. As for the extent of the enfeoffment, that depends on Yuan Shikai's own control ability and his own understanding and attitude. As for what exactly will happen, let us wait and see."

"Then what about the possibility of military conflict?" Zhang Yu continued to ask. "Before participating in this Party School training, I still felt we were awe-inspiring. Now looking at it, we ourselves are on the edge of a cliff. If domestic and foreign enemies unite to attack us now, I'm afraid we really won't be able to hold them off."

If a person can face reality directly, looking at the near term can scare one into fainting, and looking at the long term can scare one to death. Zhang Yu's attitude was not outrageous. If domestic and foreign enemies truly completely united and cooperated fully, the People's Party indeed could not hold them off. Hearing Zhang Yu's words, at least a few comrades looked somewhat nervous.

Chen Ke did not make a sound. He Zudao had already answered this question, "Domestic and foreign enemies are driven by economic interests. Fighting a decisive battle with our People's Party now with untold hardships is a huge money-losing business. They won't do it."

"Our military strength has now reached its weakest point. Once a situation arises where all provinces in the country suppress our People's Party, the foreign devils will dare to blackmail us. At that time, do comrades have the confidence to persist to the end?" Zhang Yu glanced at Lu Huitian as he asked.

Lu Huitian's face changed immediately; what should come would come eventually. The line of compromise with existing local forces that Lu Huitian had once adopted had triggered dissatisfaction among quite a few comrades. Zhang Yu never believed that the local gentry had anything worth uniting with; the fortified villages in Northern Anhui had been swept clean during Chen Ke's time. After Zhang Yu arrived in Southern Anhui, he had spent great effort on land reform.

"Comrade Zhang Yu, if you have any opinions, please say them directly. Hiding and tucking them away like this, I don't understand," Lu Huitian counterattacked without showing weakness.

"The matter of land reform is not that simple. Completely copying the land reform of Northern Anhui is not suitable. The difficulties in promoting land reform in Southern Anhui are great. I believe that next, we must focus our energy on this," Zhang Yu said calmly.

This attitude actually made Lu Huitian feel quite surprised. He originally thought Zhang Yu was going to attack the "Lu Huitian Right-Deviationist Capitulationist Line." It turned out he was overthinking it.

Chen Ke waved his hand. "Land reform work still has to be ranked after Party building. To forge iron, one must be strong oneself. Matters must be distinguished by priority. There are so many problems with the Party organization; let's perfect the Party organization first."

While they were speaking, the bell outside suddenly rang; the exam had ended.

In the following few days, the grading teams worked almost through the night. Written tests, oral tests, and comprehensive assessments. Among the full six thousand People's Party members, only over 700 could have a spontaneous to conscious understanding of the revolution. And those who could treat the revolution with a learning attitude, temporarily not putting their personal interests first, and had an attitude of dedication, were just over 2,400.

The remaining 3,500 or so people mostly had a tendency towards "petty cleverness." They were either good at showing off, pretending to be active, belonging to the category of opportunists. Or they indeed had outstanding performance in certain aspects of work, but regrettably were complacent and conservative, using these performances as their capital.

Chen Ke didn't know whether he should feel unhappy for these 3,500 unqualified Party members and probationary members, or happy for these 2,400 Party members.

However, when it was time to graduate, they had to graduate. On May 14th, Chen Ke gathered the 700 outstanding comrades and administered the Party admission oath to more than 140 probationary members among them.

"I swear."

"We swear!"

"I voluntarily join the Chinese People's Party."

"We voluntarily join the Chinese People's Party."

"Obey the Party's constitution."

"Obey the Party's constitution."

"Obey the Party's command."

"Obey the Party's command."

...

Chen Ke, who was observing the ceremony, did not feel excited at all. Thinking that these comrades would have to undergo severe tests in practical work, thinking of the long and arduous process, and then associating it with the future of the world situation... Historically, World War I would not break out for another 4 years. Due to the butterfly effect brought by Chen Ke's appearance, the specific time and cause of World War I could no longer copy history. Although this war would definitely break out, thinking of the unpredictability of the future, Chen Ke also felt quite apprehensive in his heart.

After the oath-taking ended, Chen Ke took the stage to speak. After first expressing welcome to the new Party member comrades, Chen Ke asked everyone to be fully mentally prepared. In future work, they must perfect the Party organization and government organization, closely contact the masses, mobilize the masses, and complete the tasks given by the Party.

Different from the enthusiastic expressions of the young comrades offstage, Chen Ke's attitude was calm and powerful. He had once thought that the leader standing on the stage was relaxed, just needing to say a few sentences and the people below would get things done. The current Chen Ke was already very clear on how heavy the responsibility pressing on his shoulders was. Although there was no timidity, Chen Ke also had no leisure time to engage in any sighing.

With this batch of quite outstanding comrades as the backbone, the structure of the People's Party's four provinces underwent a comprehensive adjustment. The core leaders of the Central Committee were all present. After the Organization Department talked with these comrades, based on mutual needs, the leaders of the various provinces, cities, and counties of the People's Party underwent a comprehensive adjustment. In addition to the Central Party School, each province began to prepare for the construction of its own provincial Party school and cadre school, and each city also began to prepare for municipal Party schools and cadre schools.

Comrades who performed excellently were all entrusted with heavy responsibilities, and other comrades were also rearranged in their work posts according to their characteristics.

The final focus lay on the approximately 600 comrades judged as unqualified. Someone suggested directly announcing their removal from the revolutionary ranks in the Party School. After repeated discussions, it was finally decided to let them go back temporarily, and the local Party organizations would decide whether these comrades would stay or leave. This could also be counted as a test for the new local organizations.

On June 1st, Chen Ke made a report at a public assembly. In terms of the system, Chen Ke announced the resolution of the Party Central Committee: regular training in Party schools and cadre schools must be regarded as important work of the Party and government in the future.

In terms of ideology, it determined the work of recognizing anti-exploitation, establishing and beginning to perfect the socialist system, and eliminating the thought of feudal power enfeoffment within the Party.

Specific tasks were to strengthen local land reform, accelerate rural construction and raw silk export tasks. Each locality, according to its own specific situation, was to fully promote rural water conservancy construction and the construction of improved seed bases.

On June 2nd, cadres from all over began to return to their work posts in batches. Chen Ke and the General Office of the Central Committee temporarily remained working in Wuhan.

This grand assembly of the People's Party once made the various forces bordering the People's Party quite nervous. The long-term preparation of so many people was considered by many local forces as a pre-war mobilization. Various provinces actively mobilized troops, either garrisoning troops in border areas or making war preparations in various places. Even Yuan Shikai of the Beiyang, who had a secret agreement with the People's Party, was very nervous.

In the news He Ruming brought back to Beijing, although Chen Ke guaranteed again that he would not go to war with the Beiyang, Yuan Shikai would not really be foolish enough to believe it. Based on strong armed forces, the People's Party could tear up the agreement with the Beiyang at any time. Chen Ke had expressed that he would accept the new government after overthrowing the Manchu Qing, but he also clearly expressed that he resolutely would not obey the domination of the Manchu Qing government. Yuan Shikai controlled the Manchu Qing's regime, but the flag flying above his head was still the Manchu Qing's flag. As long as this flag was still there, Chen Ke had a reason to go to war with the "Manchu Qing regime" at any time.

However, the Beiyang regime had now fallen into internal strife. Controlling the overall situation was Yuan Shikai's job. The various forces under Beiyang could not intervene. But the "Federation of Autonomous Provinces" was the benefit Yuan Shikai had promised them, and everyone was determined to fight for it.

While the People's Party was carrying out Party building, the Beiyang was also carrying out internal interest struggles. Yuan Shikai finally determined the structure of Beiyang's interests. The four provinces of Shandong, Shanxi, Henan, and Hebei were directly under Beiyang. The Beiyang Six Towns would be expanded into the Beiyang Eight Towns, stationed respectively in the four provinces of Zhili and the Beijing area. The four provinces of the Northeast and Zhejiang would each build their own local armies under the lecture hall system established by Beiyang.

Yuan Shikai also could not put all his energy into guarding against the People's Party's attack. As the center, Yuan Shikai had to shoulder a lot of work. For example, resuming patrol work on the Sino-Russian border. Guarding against Japanese attacks on the Sino-Korean border. The Manchu Qing's indemnities also had to be temporarily borne by the Beiyang; this all cost money. If he went to war with the People's Party or engaged in a military confrontation, Beiyang's financial resources could not bear it either.

So Yuan Shikai simply ignored the People's Party. He met with the diplomatic corps of various countries one after another, probing the attitudes of all parties towards Yuan Shikai on one hand, and starting to discuss what conditions various countries would propose under the new situation after Beiyang controlled the whole country on the other.



★


The Terror of Large Scale Industry Part 7

Volume 4 - Chapter 66

❧ ❧ ❧


Chapter 65: The Terror of Large-Scale Industry (7)

"Governor, the books have been brought back," the personal guard reported with a nervous expression.

"Oh!" Wang Youhong instantly spirited up. "Bring them here, quickly."

"My Lord, the rebel asked for a very high price this time," the guard said.

"How much?" Wang Youhong didn't care much about that.

"He wants one thousand taels..." the guard muttered the result timidly.

Wang Youhong frowned. One thousand taels was not a small sum, though not a huge one for him either. What surprised Wang Youhong was where the other side got the nerve to ask for such a price. Were they not afraid he would refuse because the price was too high?

"The rebel said he just came back from training at some Party School. There are too many books, and if he doesn't ask for this price, he'd be letting himself down," the guard answered somewhat indignantly.

"How many are there, exactly?"

"The rebel said it's the old price, two taels per thousand words. Two *wen* per word. The whole batch comes to one thousand taels. My Lord, there were never this many before. I feel that fellow is cheating you."

"How many did you buy?" Wang Youhong didn't care about the money; he just wanted to see how many books were actually bought.

"The rebel said the books in his hand could only be sold for one hundred taels first."

"Bring them in," Wang Youhong urged.

After settling the books, Wang Youhong sat comfortably in his study. Since the start of the Constitutional Assembly, Wang Youhong no longer feared anyone accusing him of harboring rebel books. If one were to speak of rebels, Yuan Shikai was the biggest rebel in the Great Qing. Whether others believed it or not, Wang Youhong was completely certain that Yuan Shikai had reached an agreement with the People's Party. The complete collapse of the Manchu Qing in 1911 was already a certainty. Many gentry had begun to style themselves as "revolutionary party" members; Wang Youhong reading a few "rebel" books counted for nothing.

Stroking the spine of the thick hand-copied volume, Wang Youhong had high expectations for the content within. Years ago, Wang Youhong had started collecting intelligence on the Anhui rebel party to deal with them. Reading *Analysis of the Classes in Chinese Society*, *Labor and Social Development*, *Analysis of Rural Classes*, and *Urban Laborers and the Lumpenproletariat*—intelligence bought at high prices—with a completely critical attitude, what Wang Youhong saw was not revolutionary nonsense, but brilliant expositions that described China's current status with extremely clear regulations.

From that time on, Wang Youhong began to gradually transform from an opponent into a learner. To be an official, one had to understand the world. Wang Youhong came from a military background and his understanding of society was far less profound than those scholars. Moreover, scholars had too many schemes; even though Wang Youhong hired private advisors, the advisors did not always base their actions on Wang Youhong's fundamental interests.

Reading the People's Party's books, Wang Youhong truly recognized his position in this society for the first time. The various fogs of the past were gradually cleared before his eyes. Seeing the fundamental contradictions hidden beneath the surface of various interest entanglements, Wang Youhong understood exactly what to do to guarantee his own maximum benefit.

The only problem with these books was that there was too much revolutionary stuff involved, which greatly affected reading. Wang Youhong modified these articles himself, selecting the parts useful to him. This rewriting process was an arduous process of discrimination and learning. By the time Wang Youhong could sort out his own train of thought, the actions of those around him became clear and transparent to him.

Money was never a problem. Since leaping from a commander to his current position as "Constitutional Pioneer" and "Governor of Jiangsu," the money he had obtained numbered in the tens of thousands. Wang Youhong didn't care about these expenses at all.

Taking a deep breath, Wang Youhong opened the cover with great interest. The first chapter in the table of contents was *Chairman Chen's Speech at the Party School Graduation Meeting*. Wang Youhong's eyes narrowed slightly. The People's Party's party-building work was truly a baffling existence. If Wang Youhong had insight like Chen Ke's, he would absolutely never tell it to others. In this world, everyone prayed for others to be as stupid as possible. Just as it was said in *The Life of Cixi*: "The more blindly loyal the people around them are, the safer those in high positions are. For them, the people can be made to follow, but cannot be made to know. This is the only way for rulers."

Was Chen Ke never afraid that after the people below learned his stuff, they would usurp Chen Ke's position?

Thoughts aside, Wang Youhong would absolutely not go remind Chen Ke of this. He sincerely hoped that before he completely learned the knowledge Chen Ke mastered, Chen Ke would continue to write things like this, narrating the true face of this world in minute detail.

After reading the first few pages, Wang Youhong couldn't help but slap the table in praise. The passage that resonated with Wang Youhong went like this:

" 'Doing something wrong' is a very general term, so we of the People's Party must have a clear distinction. Failure, error, crime. These are judgments targeting different results, and also judgments targeting the touching of different systems. A crime is a violation of the law and must be dealt with according to relevant laws. An error is a problem of the guiding direction of action and requires accountability through organizational systems. And failure is when, in the process of executing an organizational decision, due to the inability to grasp the laws of these specific practices, a certain link cannot be completed, which in turn leads to the original plan not being completed according to the plan itself. This requires re-clarifying the plan and summarizing the laws of the thing itself. It is not appropriate to stop work immediately or to pursue failure excessively."

This art of controlling subordinates was truly brilliant. Wang Youhong praised it greatly in his heart. The Manchu Qing never cared about the process, only pursuing the result. If the matter did not satisfy the one issuing orders, the one issuing orders could punish subordinates at will. The subordinates would then push responsibility onto each other, as long as the final punishment did not fall on their own heads.

The method proposed by Chen Ke—determining the scope and smoothing out the process—was unknown how much more brilliant than the traditional practices of the Manchu Qing. Wang Youhong picked up his brush and began to copy this passage. While writing, he calculated how to use this method to train the people below him. Just as he finished copying, he suddenly heard someone knocking on the door outside. "My Lord, representatives of the Assembly request an audience."

Wang Youhong frowned. He had long ago instructed that, except for a few special matters, no one was allowed to disturb him while he was reading. One of the conditions allowing disturbance was "the Assembly indeed has extremely important major problems that cannot be solved."

Subordinates had once not fully grasped this rule and had disturbed Wang Youhong for some not-so-big matters because they accepted money. Afterwards, they were beaten half to death by Wang Youhong using family law. Now that they dared to do this, it should not be a small matter. putting the books away carefully, Wang Youhong walked out of the study. "What exactly is happening?" he asked plainly.

The personal guard shrank his neck slightly and said, "My Lord, the assembly representatives say that this year's silk cannot be sold no matter what, and it has caused a huge issue. They have been crying and shouting at the gate, kneeling for nearly an hour. This lowly one saw they were really unwilling to leave, so I had to come disturb My Lord."

Wang Youhong waved his hand. "Lead the way."

The personal guard was Wang Youhong's confidant. Seeing Wang Youhong not angry, a look of relief immediately appeared on his face. However, he hurriedly lowered his head and trotted all the way to lead the front.

There were three assemblymen in the living room. The tear stains on their faces were not yet dry, their hair was messy, and the lapels of their silk robes were wrinkled. It looked like they had been crying and kneeling for a long time. The guard dared to disturb Wang Youhong; it seemed this really wasn't a joke. Seeing Wang Youhong come out, the few of them hurriedly wiped their faces randomly. Because they hadn't paid attention, their hands had picked up dust, and their faces, already not looking very clean due to tear stains, immediately became dirty. But the assemblymen couldn't care about this at the moment. After coming up to bow, before Wang Youhong could sit down, the leading short assemblyman, Zhang Yutong, shouted with a red face and thick neck, "Governor Wang, the raw silk for export to the United States this year cannot be sold no matter what. In the past, the spring cocoons would have been sold out long ago regardless of the price. Now it is already July, the summer cocoons have been down for a long time, but the foreign devil shops won't buy them no matter what. My Lord, you must make a decision for us."

Wang Youhong had heard something about this, but the government couldn't interfere in business matters. Wang Youhong really couldn't figure out why the assemblymen would come to his door.

While asking the assemblymen to sit, Wang Youhong asked, "Assemblyman Zhang, why won't the foreign firms buy our cocoons?"

Zhang Yutong's bottom hadn't even sat steady. Upon hearing Wang Youhong ask this, he bounced up like a spring. "My Lord, we asked the people from the foreign firms. They said they have already reached some agreement with the Anhui rebel party. Except for top-quality silk, they won't buy our cocoons this year. My Lord, we originally didn't dare to disturb you either. But if this goes on, how many people in our Jiangsu will lose their family fortunes this year? My Lord, you must save us."

Daring to beg at Wang Youhong's door, Zhang Yutong and the other few assemblymen had also made a huge resolve. Thinking of the glistening white cocoons, many of which had already started to mold and deteriorate, fearing they could no longer be sold, and even if sold, they absolutely wouldn't fetch a price. Thinking that they would lose money this year no matter what, Zhang Yutong began to cry again.

Wang Youhong didn't sort out the logic for a moment. The People's Party discussed an agreement with the United States; what did this have to do with Jiangsu's cocoon trade? And begging at his door for this kind of thing seemed useless too. Could Wang Youhong force the American foreign firms to forcibly purchase Jiangsu's cocoons?

However, selling cocoons was a major income pillar for Jiangsu. Zhang Yutong and the other two assemblymen's families were all specifically in the cocoon and raw silk business. If they were anxious to this extent, he feared the days of other silkworm-raising commoners were even harder. Since he wanted to gain control of Jiangsu in the coming year or so, he had to solve this matter no matter what. Thinking of this, Wang Youhong asked as pleasantly as possible, "Assemblyman Wang, speak slowly. Explain the ins and outs clearly to me. I haven't done sericulture, so I really am not clear about the matters inside."

Although Zhang Yutong wanted to speak, under his agitation, he choked up even more severely. The other two assemblymen were also burning with anxiety. When Zhang Yutong cried, they also cried along. Seeing the three of them like this, Wang Youhong turned his head and said to the guard, "Bring a basin of water and let these gentlemen wash their faces."

Wang Youhong was so magnanimous; not only did he not fuss about the assemblymen's breach of etiquette, but he even comforted them like this. Zhang Yutong and the other two felt they had come to the right place. Even though they knew that showing such weakness at this time would probably result in Wang Youhong grabbing a handle on them and blackmailing them fiercely, in their emotional agitation, they flopped down on their knees and cried even harder instead.

After much difficulty, the three were calmed down and had their faces washed. Only then did the three begin to speak. Originally, the cocoon trade in Nanjing was very good. Foreigners, especially the American foreign firms, purchased cocoons in large quantities, and families who planted mulberry trees all had considerable earnings. But starting from last year, the cocoon trade began to be not so easy to do. They had managed to sell the cocoons at a low price with great difficulty. This year in the spring, the United States only bought raw silk. After April, aside from top-quality long silk, they unexpectedly wouldn't even take ordinary raw silk.

These people went to great lengths to inquire before they found out that the United States had reached an agreement with the Anhui People's Party and purchased a lot of raw silk from Anhui, Hubei, and other places. They had also seen Anhui's raw silk; the quality was truly good. And the price was unexpectedly at least twenty-five percent cheaper than Jiangsu's.

Some big sericulture families in Jiangsu didn't know what it meant for Anhui to sell raw silk at such a low price. They sent people to Anhui to look, and the situation they saw truly made these people dumbfounded. The land in various parts of Anhui had turned into continuous large blocks of leveled land. And in all places unsuitable for farming but capable of growing mulberry trees, mulberry forests stretched unbroken, patch after patch.

Unlike Jiangsu, the Anhui rebels set up silkworm rearing houses right next to the mulberry forests. According to the people inquiring for news, those rearing houses were so large in scale they were almost like villages. From mulberry trees to raising silkworms, all had special people looking after them. The people picking mulberry leaves were hired laborers. But they simply didn't need to transport and sell mulberry leaves back and forth. They only needed to pick the mulberry leaves, send them to the washing place to clean and dry, and then send them into the rearing houses.

After the silkworms spun cocoons, they were immediately sent to the filatures built by the rebel party at transportation hubs. It was said that machines were used there, and there were electric lights or something. Reeling silk non-stop, twenty-four hours a day. The raw silk produced was gathered and transported directly by water to Anqing and Wuhu.

This was already appalling enough. The People's Party actually also produced mulberry wine and silkworm excrement in large quantities, and even the silkworm pupae were deep-fried and turned into local food.

Wang Youhong listened quietly. This was indeed the People's Party's style. Jiangsu had heard of the brutality of the People's Party's land reform. The *Weizi* landlords once controlled large amounts of guns and military force, acting lawlessly in the localities. Within a radius of several dozen *li*, whoever had a good-looking new wife had to let the *Weizi* landlord sleep with her first before it was the turn of the groom to take her home to live. The People's Party made the Anhui *Weizi* landlords history. Now the grass on the graves of these local tyrants had grown tall.

After studying quite a few People's Party documents, Wang Youhong knew the People's Party's new planning for land. Suiting measures to local conditions; good land that could grow crops was distributed to the masses to grow crops. The People's Party organized the masses to engage in water conservancy on a large scale, and grain output also became higher and higher. Land for planting mulberry trees was really too easy to find. But in Jiangsu, people could die over the ownership rights of a single mulberry tree. Often in the end, the mulberry tree was chopped down rather than letting someone else get it cheap.

Wang Youhong remembered the People's Party had a survey report on the sericulture industry. He had only browsed it casually at the time and hadn't paid attention again. Thinking of this, Wang Youhong asked these few people to wait first. He returned to the study and rummaged for a good while, but unexpectedly couldn't find it.

Could someone have come to steal his things? Wang Youhong, irritated by the search work, suddenly thought of this possibility. But thinking that his family and guards wouldn't dare to do this, he suppressed his irritation and rummaged carefully again, finally finding that document. Flipping it open to read for a moment, Wang Youhong's eyes lit up. He nodded frequently; so this was how the sericulture industry worked.

When he came out again, Wang Youhong was glowing with health and vigor, while the moods of the three assemblymen outside had undergone great ups and downs and they sat there already listless.

"Three Assemblymen, what exactly do you want me to do by coming to find me?" Wang Youhong asked.

"My Lord, we want you to come forward and discuss with our Nanjing filature owners. As long as they are willing to buy our silk, we'll do it even if it's cheaper," Zhang Yutong said with tears in his eyes.

"Why won't the Nanjing filatures buy everyone's cocoons?" Wang Youhong asked curiously.

"At the beginning of the year, filatures in Nanjing, Zhenjiang, Suzhou, and other places offered very low prices, and we weren't willing to sell. Now the cocoons they bought at low prices can't even be used up. They are no longer willing to buy our cocoons." Zhang Yutong felt heartache whenever he mentioned this.

"I can go talk about this. But let me say this upfront, I can't guarantee if it can be done," Wang Youhong laughed.

"My Lord, as long as you are willing to help, we will be grateful. It's not just our few families suffering disaster; the whole of Jiangsu can't go on. Not to mention Jiangsu, we contacted Shanghai, and things are also very difficult over there." When Zhang Yutong spoke to here, tears began to roll out again.

"Assemblyman Zhang, I want to ask, does your family raise them yourselves, or sell mulberry leaves?" Wang Youhong asked.

"My family raises silkworms and also sells mulberry leaves." Zhang Yutong hadn't expected Wang Youhong's words to be quite knowledgeable.

"Oh..." Wang Youhong asked the other few families again. Sure enough, they all grew mulberry leaves themselves to sell.

"Have you opened filatures?" Wang Youhong continued to ask.

"We did open one, but there are so many cocoons, we simply can't reel them in time," Zhang Yutong answered.

Wang Youhong nodded slowly. The People's Party's sericulture survey report wrote clearly that China's sericulture industry was divided into two types. One was where small owner-peasants handled the entire process alone. From planting mulberries, picking mulberries to raising silkworms, and then to reeling silk. This was something only big clans could do. Because the production capacity of each link was very unbalanced, the situation every year was different. Either there were many mulberry leaves, or few mulberry leaves, or the silkworm babies got sick in large batches and simply didn't spin silk to make cocoons. Anyway, if any link had a problem, it would lead to a year's effort turning into bubbles.

So there was another situation, which was selling mulberry leaves and silkworm eggs, and then selling cocoons. Other farmers willing to raise silkworms would first borrow money to do it, and repay after the cocoons were sold. This sum of money was not low; if it failed, the debt could make a farmer unable to pay it off for half a year or a year. It could even lead to bankruptcy.

These three assemblymen were representative figures of selling for profit. They were unwilling to bear the risk themselves, so they transferred the risk to the farmers. But the current situation was that the People's Party affected sales in one stroke. Jiangsu's sericulture industry was mainly for export. Foreigners didn't buy cocoons and raw silk, and Nanjing's silk reeling capacity was also very limited. No wonder these assemblymen were so anxious.

"Assemblyman Zhang, can't your own workshops use this many cocoons?" Wang Youhong continued his investigation.

"Hiring people is too expensive now. The filatures have black hearts; taking advantage of the sharp drop in cocoon prices, they suppressed the price extremely low. We reel silk ourselves, but we can't sell it at all at the original price. Life can't go on. My Lord, we came to beg you today just to want you to save us." Zhang Yutong knelt to Wang Youhong again as he spoke. The other two assemblymen also followed and knelt down.

Wang Youhong felt great in his heart. On normal days, the assemblymen were high and mighty in the assembly, but now they finally knelt at his feet. But feeling great was one thing; Wang Youhong also understood that if the situation continued like this, something would happen in Jiangsu.

After settling the assemblymen, Wang Youhong sent people to invite the owners of the Nanjing filatures. The several factory owners didn't know what the Governor wanted with them, and were trembling with fear one by one. But when Wang Youhong asked gently about purchasing cocoons, the factory owners immediately became agitated. They all knelt to Wang Youhong.

"Governor, it's not that we aren't willing to purchase. It's really that their asking price is too high. Our steam engines need to burn coal. Northern Jiangsu has been occupied by the People's Party, and the price of coal is somersaulting upwards. And various foreign chemicals used for reeling silk are not cheap either. This price is already the highest. If it's any higher, we will lose money reeling silk ourselves. My Lord, you cannot force us to purchase just because you listened to these people's words. Moreover, quite a few of the current cocoons have some mildew. If you don't believe it, let them transport the cocoons here, and we will inspect them personally for you to see, My Lord. They are here to cheat you, My Lord. You absolutely must not trust these people." As the factory owners spoke, they were already streaming with tears and mucus. They looked even more pitiful than those mulberry-planting and silkworm-raising assemblymen.

Wang Youhong had originally thought that as long as he could mediate slightly, perhaps he could make both sides reach an agreement. He hadn't expected the matter to seem very difficult to handle. The timing now was very special. If Wang Youhong wanted to completely control Jiangsu, he couldn't offend either side for the time being. Now there was simply no way to get appropriations from the Imperial Court. All income relied on tax revenue. Supporting an army of over forty thousand people was already stretching his means. But if he didn't support this army, what would Wang Youhong rely on to be the master?

Thinking of this, the eyebrows of Jiangsu Governor Wang Youhong already furrowed.
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Chapter 66: The Terror of Large-Scale Industry (Part 8)

As the saying goes, some rejoice while others worry. The worries of Jiangsu Governor Wang Youhong and the Jiangsu sericulture industry were entirely founded on the joy of the People's Party's sericulture industry.

Li Shouxian was conducting his final work in Yingshan County. After this session at the Party School, Li Shouxian was being transferred to Wuhu to serve as the Wuhu Municipal Party Secretary. The work in Yingshan County had to be completed first. Due to a lack of arable land, Yingshan County relied mainly on external transfers for grain. The granaries were piled high with enough grain to feed the entire county for 14 months, according to the grain rationing books. Li Shouxian took the county committee members to various townships in Yingshan County to propagate the unified purchase and marketing policy once again. Yingshan County's grain had to be sold to the state and could not be shipped out. However, Yingshan County didn't have any grain for export anyway; the masses were entirely concerned that grain prices in the townships should not fluctuate.

Li Shouxian walked through the townships one by one, inspecting the propaganda work in each. The issues raised by the township heads were basically consistent: the masses demanded that the grain be distributed first. As long as the grain was distributed, they would do whatever was asked.

"This is absolutely out of the question," Li Shouxian refused without hesitation. "It's not like our grain stores are only open for a day or two. If we distribute it all, what are they afraid of? The incident with the queue-cutting last time absolutely cannot be repeated."

The queue-cutting campaign in Yingshan had taught Li Shouxian a profound lesson. When Li Shouxian and the comrades from the county committee first discussed cutting queues, it was only a requirement for the workers in the local silk reeling factories. Despite talking themselves hoarse, some people still refused to cut them. In a moment of confusion, Li Shouxian and the others made an offer: five jin of rice for every person who cut their queue. With the income of five jin of rice, the workers' enthusiasm for queue-cutting soared. Within a day, all the queues were cut.

The county committee thought the matter would end there, but they never expected the news to spread through the entire Yingshan County like a gust of wind. After the masses' "interpretation," it turned into the county committee wanting to "collect hair." Within a few days, the party secretaries of various townships came running to ask if the county was collecting hair. Li Shouxian hurriedly instructed the county and township committees on how to explain things to the masses. But it was too late. Not only did the masses not believe the township committees' explanations, but as time went on, even more bizarre rumors emerged.

"The county committee wants to use hair to refine immortality pills!"

"The People's Party is preparing to weave body armor out of hair. It's said to be impervious to swords and guns."

At this point, the county committee had to bite the bullet. If they didn't wrap this up in time, even more fantastical rumors would spew forth. After discussion, the party committee put forward a unified reason for queue-cutting. "Yingshan County has revolutionized, and with revolution, one cannot keep a queue. Cut your queue now, and you get five jin of rice. For those who don't, the township government will come to your door and forcibly cut it later. At that time, there won't be such a good deal as five jin of rice."

With this explanation, the masses' attitude immediately shifted from being keen on cutting queues to sell hair to being terrified and refusing to cut them. However, after the rice offer was increased from five jin to ten jin, some of the masses resigned themselves to fate and began to cut their queues. Ten jin of rice was enough for a mountain family to eat for half a month when mixed with other coarse grains. Once the rice was distributed, queue-cutting finally became a trend.

For this, Li Shouxian had to report the reason to the Anqing Party Committee and was willing to take responsibility for the extra 1.3 million jin of rice paid out. Zhang Yu stared at Li Shouxian for a long time without making a sound, and finally said helplessly, "Think before you speak next time."

This incident was compiled into the People's Party's work education curriculum as a classic case study.

The masses of Yingshan County had a good harvest this year. Since the state-run trade in Yingshan County now only accepted Renminbi, the circulation of gold, silver, and copper coins quickly became almost extinct. The work of picking mulberry leaves could earn an average of two Renminbi a day, and raising silkworms could earn two and a half. The silk reeling factories paid even higher; junior workers earned about two Renminbi a day, while skilled workers could get four Renminbi a day.

The silk reeling factory was located near the hot springs in Yingshan County. Boiling hot spring water was piped directly into the factory to boil the silk, saving a large amount of fuel. The faint smell of sulfur and the billowing steam made people feel uncomfortable. This was also why wages in the silk reeling factory were high. The tall factory buildings used a large amount of glass for better lighting. The advantage of female laborers in endurance and steadfastness gradually became apparent in this working environment. Originally, the proportion of male workers in the silk reeling factory was as high as 70%. After working for a period of time, men would rather do the more physically demanding work of picking mulberry leaves than engage in these meticulous and troublesome silk reeling jobs all day long. In terms of machine management and transportation, the proportion of men soared to 100%. Except for management positions like team leaders which were still male, women also occupied an overwhelming 100% advantage in meticulous work.

With the price of rice and flour in the base area at about 0.25 Renminbi per jin, the masses could purchase up to 500 jin of grain per person from the grain stores over the course of a year. The masses of Yingshan, who had no concept of being full for generations, could finally eat their fill. The people's support for the new government reached a level of almost worship.

Li Shouxian simply didn't have time to sigh with emotion; the work of the county committee was very busy.

"Have the deworming medicines been distributed?"

"How are the renovations on the boarding school dormitories going?"

"Has the accommodation for the agricultural technicians been adjusted?"

Before leaving, these tasks had to be completed quickly. When the new comrade transferred over, he couldn't be left to take over a mess. These arrangements were relatively easy to handle, but the factory matters were much more troublesome. This was the first time in history that Yingshan County had incorporated the entire county into a single system. The pillar industries dominated by mulberry and tea required a large workforce. Facing an unprecedented situation, various problems were simply unavoidable.

"Secretary Li, they just won't learn no matter how we teach them, and they won't change no matter what we say," a comrade from the mulberry leaf department said indignantly, pointing at the mulberry orchard.

Lu Huitian looked at the mulberry orchard and burst out laughing. The places where mulberry leaves were easy to pick had been almost stripped bare, while the places where it was difficult to pick were lush and green. "Don't worry, this just shows that there are too few mulberry trees planted. Plant more and it won't be a problem."

"We haven't planted a small amount. The key is that these people won't listen to reason. Look at those small trees; how can they grow fast with this way of picking?" The comrade in charge found the masses' practice of killing the goose that lays the golden eggs completely unacceptable.

"That proves one thing: there is a problem with our management. Allocate manpower to guard the mulberry orchards," Li Shouxian gave the solution.

"Wouldn't it be fine if they were just a bit more self-aware? The manpower to guard the mulberry orchards is also an expense. Right now, the province is willing to give supplies, but Secretary Li, you also said not to expect the province to give supplies next year. What will we do then?" The comrade was still unhappy.

"You can't engage in large-scale industrial production by relying on self-awareness. Large-scale industry means strictly controlling everything. Look at the silk reeling workshop; everything from clothing to every single movement has to be controlled. And we have to explain clearly why it must be done this way. The masses actually aren't unaware of what's good or bad, but without institutional management, it's still useless. Allocate manpower, guard the mulberry orchards, and harvest at fixed times." After speaking, Li Shouxian felt a link was still missing. "Hold a meeting, tell the masses about these newly added management links."

The comrade from the mulberry leaf department frowned. "Will the masses refuse to accept it?"

Li Shouxian understood the cadre's meaning. Nowadays, the party committee talked about mass work, and many comrades mistakenly thought that satisfying the masses meant going along with their wishes. This was obviously a misunderstanding by the cadres. He said sternly, "Regardless of whether the masses accept it or not, this kind of management must be implemented. We are not dissatisfied with the masses, nor are we trying to make things difficult for anyone. It's just that the current way of picking mulberry leaves is wrong. We are doing this for everyone's benefit. Otherwise, if there are no mulberry leaves next year, how will everyone raise silkworms? Trust the masses; the masses can understand reason and distinguish right from wrong. It's not that whatever we say, the masses will just smoothly do it for us. I'll go back and make arrangements."

Just as he was about to set off, Li Shouxian felt uneasy again. "We must explain it clearly to the masses. Don't hide anything when doing things; speak clearly."

Sure enough, as Li Shouxian expected, this matter triggered many conflicts. Although the masses knew that picking mulberry leaves was starting to be standardized, they didn't know what the standard was. Carrying their shoulder poles to the mulberry orchards, they saw people guarding the intersections and quite a few others watching nearby. Usually, everyone saw which mulberry leaves were easy to pick, went up, and filled their loads in a jiffy, then ran off to sell them. Now it took more than double the time to fill a load. Immediately, people started making a noise.

"You guys are looking for trouble, aren't you?"

"The tree won't die if we pick a bit more. Just don't pick from this tree next time."

"I change trees every time I pick. Others pick randomly, so why should I suffer with them?"

These were considered quite ordinary complaints. Some simply went hard and started picking fiercely. The guards went up to stop them, and conflicts broke out directly between the two sides. This counted as the first small-scale conflict between the masses of Yingshan County and the government.

When the matter was reported back to the county committee, the young comrades of the county committee immediately jumped up. The day before, they were worshipping the happy life brought by the People's Party's new government, and the next day they dared to lay hands on the comrades guarding the mulberry orchards. This was rebellion!

Some advocated dispatching the county armed forces department, and some advocated arresting the ringleaders. Various ideas requiring a forceful restoration of order emerged one after another.

"Everyone sit down!" Li Shouxian shouted.

The young comrades rubbed their fists and wiped their palms one by one, ready to hear Secretary Li issue comprehensive handling arrangements.

"If there's a conflict, it means our arrangements are incorrect and the process is imperfect. How about this: let's notify everyone now that in three days, the work of picking mulberry leaves and transporting mulberry leaves will be separated. Three days later, those who come carrying loads will all be treated as transporting mulberry leaves. The money given will be reduced," Li Shouxian said.

"What!" The cadres were frightened by Li Shouxian's suggestion. Everyone immediately expressed opposition. "So the conflict just ends like this? If it happens once, it'll happen twice. Secretary Li, we can't let this matter go. Otherwise, next time they'll dare to do even worse things."

"The reason for the conflict is that everyone wants to earn more money, not because the masses are dissatisfied with us. The masses are dissatisfied with the process arrangement. So let's change this arrangement. Only by resolving this contradiction can we be considered to have resolved the fundamental contradiction," Li Shouxian said unhurriedly.

"Secretary Li, I think you're wrong. If they really agreed with us, they should listen to the government. It's obvious that after the government made adjustments, they didn't listen at all and still did things their own way. Do they think the government is run by their family? They work if they want to, and don't if they don't?" The Director of the County Public Security Bureau advocated toughness.

However, seeing that Li Shouxian didn't want to intensify the problem, and since everyone was from the same village or township, other comrades came out trying to smooth things over. "The masses were just confused for a moment. I don't think we need to be so concerned."

"Wait!" Li Shouxian interrupted. "The masses are not confused at all; they know exactly what they are doing. The masses want to escape their current poverty, so they participated in labor. Living off the mountain and the water, everyone over-harvested the mulberry leaves. It's not that we don't let the masses pick like this; picking like this isn't scientific. If we continue like this, I'm afraid we won't find any mulberry trees in the county next year. This affects helping the masses escape poverty. Do you think what I'm saying fits reality?"

This was the truth to begin with, so the comrades naturally wouldn't refute it. The Public Security Bureau Director was obviously still angry. He asked huffily, "Secretary Li, looking at it now, the masses aren't willing to talk about science. So what do we do?"

Li Shouxian smiled. "If the masses' response isn't scientific, it means our work arrangement isn't scientific. Our management model promoted such a result. Do you think the masses don't know the mulberry trees will die if picked like this? They definitely know. Why do they do it? It must be that the management method we provided encouraged the masses to do so."

The Public Security Bureau Director was still very unconvinced. "Secretary Li, according to what you said, if we separate the work of picking and transporting mulberry leaves and lower the price by half, what use is that? This is the only way to make money right now. The masses picking mulberry leaves also want to pick more and sell more."

"Right. The masses picking mulberry leaves also want to pick more. But if we only have to convince the masses picking mulberry leaves, the overall pressure we face is much smaller. The fact that this problem occurred has already proven that relying on blocking is useless; we can only rely on persuasion and education. The masses picking mulberry leaves see the condition of the mulberry trees with their own eyes; their feelings will definitely be stronger. Moreover, organizing the masses to plant more mulberry trees will increase our mulberry leaf supply next year and in the future. This is the only way to solve the problem from the root. Our Yingshan County doesn't lack mountain land for planting mulberry trees, nor does it lack mountain land for planting tea trees. We are fundamentally not opposed to the masses escaping poverty through labor. What we are facing now is the danger of the masses draining the pond to catch the fish. We just need to solve this current principal contradiction. In fact, what we and the masses want to do is exactly the same."

After much persuasion, Li Shouxian finally reached a consensus within the county committee. After two days of more detailed discussion, the county committee formulated the basic process for the "Professionalized Yingshan County Agricultural Development Teams."

During these two days, the purchasing price of mulberry leaves plummeted to only half of what it was originally. The masses dared to conflict with the forest guards, but they didn't dare to conflict with the comrades buying mulberry leaves. There was a fundamental difference between robbing money and robbing mulberry leaves. Although it was said that this forest belonged to the government and everyone felt anyone could go there, robbing the government's money and being caught and beaten to death by the government was purely seeking one's own death. No matter how they begged, the purchasing comrades wouldn't raise the price. This firm attitude let the masses know that they had really caused trouble.

Actually, the masses who had conflicted with the forest guard team members were also uneasy in their hearts. But seeing the mulberry trees right in front of them, the only thought filling everyone's minds was the impulse to "hurry up and pick mulberry leaves to exchange for money." Mulberry leaves were actually worthless, and everyone's labor was also worthless. Only here with the People's Party did these two things have value. Even if they beat the masses appointed by the People's Party to guard the mulberry orchards, the mulberry leaves they grabbed still had to be sold to the People's Party's silkworm farms.

After clashing with the government this time, many people had become anxious. The masses weren't stupid at all. They had been planting mulberries, raising silkworms, and reeling silk for the past two years. Even the transportation teams were organized by the Yingshan masses. They had also tried to figure out who such a large output was being sold to. From official explanations to intelligence collected by the masses themselves, this raw silk was sold to foreign devils. The entire sales chain, except for the foreign devils, was controlled by the People's Party. This meant that the masses couldn't intervene in other links at all. If the county committee got angry and stopped raising silkworms, it would be the masses themselves who suffered. Keeping a pile of raw silk in hand was useless.

On the third day after the beating incident, shockingly few people went out to pick mulberry leaves. Although everyone gathered at the entrance of the township government, they didn't know what to say. People had long inquired and found that the township head, the township party secretary, and others were not in the township. The masses already felt they had caused trouble. Those who had laid hands on people naturally didn't dare to make a sound anymore. Those who hadn't participated were already cursing those guys who had ruined everyone's livelihood.

Before noon, the township head and the township party secretary returned to the township with dark faces. The masses proactively made way for them. No one spoke, but everyone looked at the township head and the township party secretary with eager eyes, hoping to get news from them.

"We are preparing to form another mulberry planting team based on the forest guard team. Those willing to plant trees can sign up. Work for a day, get one Renminbi and fifty cents," the township head shouted with a dark face.

The masses didn't make a sound. It was obvious the township head hadn't reached the key point yet. How exactly was the beating incident going to be handled? Was the mulberry leaf purchasing price going to stay this low, or would it go even lower?

The township head continued shouting, "In the future, picking mulberry leaves will be divided into two parts. One part is transporting mulberry leaves. Whether you picked them yourself or got picked mulberry leaves from the mulberry orchard, it's all at this current price. The other part is planting mulberry trees and picking mulberry leaves. For these masses, we will pay a wage of one Renminbi and fifty cents a day as mentioned earlier."

The masses buzzed with discussion about this new arrangement. Some felt their money had been cut. But some smart ones had already figured it out: this way, everyone's income hadn't actually decreased. Although the income for picking mulberry leaves looked a bit less, they didn't have to run around, which was much more relaxing. And for those transporting mulberry leaves, because they didn't have to pick them personally, the time saved meant that as long as they made a few more trips, they could definitely earn the money back. It was just choosing which job to do that made these smart masses feel torn.

The masses actually didn't lack intelligence. They might not believe the township head's explanation, but once they calculated it themselves, they completely understood where the benefits lay. The labor enthusiasm that had been dampened immediately rallied again. Some people had already started signing up to participate in the mulberry orchard work.

A new order could absolutely not be built in a day. The new social division of labor took half a month of continuous friction before it initially stabilized. What surprised the Director of the Public Security Bureau was that with a single order from the township heads, the guys who had participated in beating people were dragged to the county seat to "offer a birch rod and ask for punishment" (humbly apologize). Li Shouxian received these masses. Li Shouxian was still unhurried. "Fellow villagers, everyone wants to live a good life. Speaking of which, it's the county committee that has to apologize to everyone. The work arrangement was unreasonable. However, since you beat someone, you have to apologize to those masses. No matter what, beating people is wrong."

Led by Li Shouxian, these masses who had beaten people went to console and apologize to the comrades of the forest guard team who had been beaten. In fact, the conflict had at most caused a few bruises and swollen faces, not even constituting moderate injury. With the county party secretary and fellow villagers coming personally to console and apologize, the beaten people either cooled down or, if they hadn't, symbolically punched the "perpetrators" a few times and let the grudge pass.

On this point, Li Shouxian handled it very well. Under the sudden and drastic improvement in life, the masses were very unadapted. In fact, let alone the masses, Li Shouxian himself was very unadapted. When he first arrived in Yingshan County, the poverty here was truly shocking. Dilapidation and obsolescence were the entirety of Yingshan County. For any opportunity to survive and make money, countless people would fight tooth and nail to grab it. Suddenly, everyone was equal, and every family's life was settled. The greatest hope in everyone's heart was to completely change their impoverished life in the shortest possible time.

Because, the masses of Yingshan County did not genuinely believe that this new order established by the People's Party could exist for a long time.

By the time this work was finished, the new county party secretary had also arrived. When Li Shouxian saw his successor, he couldn't help but smile. It was Xu Guangde, the deputy magistrate of Guangde County. He had once been Li Shouxian's superior.

At the reception meeting, Xu Guangde expressed his attitude. " The organization has arranged for me to work here. Yingshan County is now my hometown. I will learn earnestly from the comrades, progress together, and do a good job in Yingshan County."

Such a humble attitude received at least a superficially warm welcome from the comrades. Then Xu Guangde and Li Shouxian arranged the training work for the county's Party School and Cadre School together. After the welcome meeting ended, Li Shouxian spoke with Xu Guangde in private. Li Shouxian thought Xu Guangde would talk about the Party School matters, but he didn't expect Xu Guangde to say with a teasing smile, "Comrade Li Shouxian, when I was in Guangde County, a female comrade came looking for you. She was quite beautiful too. Everyone in the Guangde County Party Committee praises your luck with women."

Li Shouxian never expected Xu Guangde to pull this. He laughed and scolded, "What are you talking about?"

"Look, you don't believe me. Comrade Ji Ye of the Guangfu Society, do you remember her?" Xu Guangde laughed.

Li Shouxian shook his head helplessly. "I remember her. You also know Comrade Ji Ye. Wouldn't it have been fine to just say it was her earlier? Why act so mysterious?"

"Alright, alright, I won't act mysterious." Xu Guangde put away his smile. "Something seems to have happened to the Guangfu Society. Comrade Ji Ye probably wanted to find you for help. Since you weren't there, she went back."

"What happened?" Li Shouxian was very curious.

Xu Guangde replied, "Using our People's Party's standards, the Guangfu Society has trouble every day; there isn't a day without trouble. From what I know, the Guangfu Society seems to have split internally. Several factions are fighting fiercely. Comrade Ji Ye is with Xu Xilin in Changxing County, next to Guangde County. But even within Xu Xilin's faction, things aren't peaceful. Listening to Comrade Ji Ye, she advocates completely learning from our People's Party and thoroughly carrying out land reform. But the Guangfu Society opposes land reform. I think she wanted to ask you for ideas. But we have discipline: we are not allowed to participate in the affairs of other parties. I couldn't say anything either."

Li Shouxian knew this rule. Although he sympathized with Ji Ye, who was caught up in the internal strife of the Guangfu Society, Li Shouxian could only remain silent.

"By the way, by the way, where have you been assigned?" Xu Guangde asked with a smile.

"I'm going to Wuhu to be the Municipal Party Secretary."

"Wuhu is also very close to Changxing. You have to be careful," Xu Guangde cautioned.

"As long as you don't talk nonsense, I'll definitely be fine." Li Shouxian heard the meaning in Xu Guangde's words.

At night, Li Shouxian lay down to rest. Usually, he would fall asleep as soon as he lay down, but this time, hearing the news about Ji Ye, it took Li Shouxian two extra minutes to fall asleep than usual. "Comrade Ji Ye, a young girl, actually got involved in the internal struggle of the Guangfu Society... how pitiful."

Harboring such sympathy, Li Shouxian entered dreamland within five minutes.
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Chapter 67: The Terror of Large-Scale Industry (Part 9)

It was August, and the climate was that of mid-summer. The night in Yingshan County felt stiflingly hot. It was especially humid and muggy after yesterday's heavy rain. Yet, Li Shouxian and his old superior and Party School classmate, Xu Guangde, were dressed tightly from head to toe. There were many mosquitoes and insects in the mountains, and getting bitten a few times was unbearable. Only after lighting mosquito coils and fumigating the room with slightly fragrant, thick smoke did the temporary accommodation in the tea garden become somewhat tolerable.

The two had walked all over Yingshan County, and Li Shouxian had given Xu Guangde a detailed introduction to the entire county's situation. At this moment, while annihilating the last few mosquitoes that refused to leave the room, they continued to discuss work.

"Current work can only be said to have just unfolded. Going forward, we need to build mulberry gardens, tea gardens, repair reservoirs, and organize roads on a larger scale. If possible, we also need to generate electricity. The work will be very hard." Li Shouxian did not talk about his achievements, but instead made ample predictions about the future hardships.

"Haha, I had long heard that Yingshan County's economic construction was done well, but I only realized how hard this place is after coming to see it for myself." Xu Guangde also had a profound understanding of the difficulty of his future work. Comrades had only heard that Yingshan was doing well and that Li Shouxian was capable, but after seeing it with his own eyes, Xu Guangde realized it was a different matter entirely. In such a barren mountainous area, just walking a circle would take more than ten days. Li Shouxian had actually managed to organize the masses scattered all over the mountains to work. The amount of mental and physical effort this took was admirable just thinking about it. If not for Li Shouxian's management and organizational ability, the current situation would probably collapse in an instant.

For some reason, Li Shouxian always felt very uneasy. He couldn't help but urge, "We mobilized the masses in the early stage, and a lot of that initial enthusiasm has been used up. Later on, we can only rely on management and perfecting the system. You will definitely have a hard time. Chairman Chen said in the Party School that the transparency of decision-making is very important. The processes must be straightened out. You've seen it too, the goal is to improve the lives of the masses, but if one arrangement is improper, trouble will arise. It's not like you can just watch the situation move forward and everything will be fine. Details determine success or failure. Just feeling in your heart that this is for the good of the masses won't make them appreciate it."

The Party cadres transferred this time were all selected elites, so Xu Guangde could absolutely understand this level of cognition. "Don't worry. As long as we grasp anti-exploitation and labor for wealth, the focus of the problem is whether we can let the masses understand our policies. The rest is management and material fulfillment. To get rich, build roads first. Once the roads are open and the cost of transporting materials comes down, the lives of the masses can definitely improve a lot more."

"You must not be anxious. Not only can the government not be anxious, but we also can't let the masses be anxious. I made mistakes before because I was anxious and failed to understand the urgent desire of the masses to escape poverty, resulting in communication problems. Infrastructure construction is very hard work; you'll have to take the blame for this." In fact, what Li Shouxian worried about most was this issue.

Xu Guangde suddenly sighed with emotion, "Chairman Chen said that as long as we give the masses a chance to get rich, how crazy can they get? I didn't believe it then, but now I really do. If we hadn't straightened out the mulberry leaf picking, just with the current trees, the masses would have picked them to death. Even if the mulberry trees were increased to three times the amount, I'm afraid it wouldn't be enough. But aren't these wages a bit too high? I just don't feel at ease in my heart. We rely on exports now. If foreigners don't buy, the entire Yingshan County would probably collapse immediately, right?"

On this issue, no one had a clear idea. The scale of Chen Ke's spending was something these comrades dared not even think about. The current booming days were entirely built on the foundation that the People's Party had money and grain in hand. Once one of these two pillars had a problem, the consequences would be unimaginable. It was Chen Ke himself who taught the comrades to recognize the current situation. But the one who dared to invest and operate with such a large hand was also Chen Ke himself. How exactly did Chen Ke plan to solve this food problem?

However, both were excellent cadres, and they knew the harm of "delusion." Since everyone had chosen Chen Ke as the Party Chairman, as the leader of the People's Party and the base area, then what everyone could do now was only to obey orders and listen to commands.

The mosquitoes were mostly dealt with. The two hung up the curtains, lit candles, and began to study the locations of future reservoirs facing the map of Yingshan County. Depending on the weather for food was not a long-term plan; reservoirs had to be built to ensure the stability of irrigation. This was what Chairman Chen Ke had emphasized again and again in the training class for excellent cadres.

After studying for a long time, they had a rough idea. Xu Guangde couldn't help but sigh, "Old Li, if you hadn't come with me to do this, I still wouldn't have found the doorway to the county's affairs even now. I really don't want you to leave."

Li Shouxian laughed, "This isn't my credit alone; the comrades of the whole county put in great effort."

"It's that you are willing to learn, not that they really knew what they should do. In terms of correct learning attitude, I really admire you." Xu Guangde sighed, "If I follow Chairman Chen, I naturally submit sincerely. But encountering other comrades, I still feel very unconvinced in my heart. Chairman Chen says this is vulgar taste—only seeing where others aren't doing enough, but not looking at where I myself am not acting scientifically. My vulgar taste is far from being eliminated."

The two comrades talked about work and feelings, and unknowingly the night grew deep. Li Shouxian actually didn't like staying up late. working through the night in high spirits this time was also because the date for him to take office in Wuhu was already very close. At most the day after tomorrow, he would have to set off. There were many things to hand over before leaving.

Time passed quickly, and the day of departure arrived. The comrades of the County Committee wanted to send Li Shouxian down the mountain, but Li Shouxian refused. "Work is this busy, send me next time."

The best way from Yingshan to Wuhu was to take the mountain road to Anqing, and then take a boat from Anqing to Wuhu. However, Li Shouxian had to go to the Organization Department in Hubei to handle personnel transfers, so he had to make a big detour: first to Wuhan for personnel procedures, then take a boat from Wuhan to Anqing for personnel procedures, and only then could he go to Wuhu to take office.

Thinking that Chairman Chen Ke was currently in Wuhan, and he might be able to see him on this trip, Li Shouxian felt a bit impatient. He had accumulated a lot of things he didn't understand in his work. If he could ask for advice from the most wise person in the whole Party, that would be the best thing.

As soon as he arrived at Huangpi Pass, Li Shouxian saw a lot of troops. Surprised, he asked and found out they were troops guarding against floods. Natural disasters were frequent in the late Qing Dynasty. Since the Gengzi year (1900), disasters in every place had become bigger and bigger. The Revolutionaries attributed this problem to "Heaven's Will," and all kinds of propaganda said, "If not for the Manchu Qing losing virtue and their fate ending, how could there be such frequent natural disasters?"

The People's Party had always sneered at this statement. The People's Party started by disaster relief. Natural disasters were not unconquerable; it was that the Manchu Qing simply did not have such organizational capability. After the Mutual Protection of Southeast China, the Imperial Court no longer allocated money and grain to the Southeast. Local self-funded disaster relief was just a joke. With the Manchu Qing's system, no province had the ability to organize tens or hundreds of thousands of people to build dikes and flood defenses on river channels tens or hundreds of *li* long. Not to mention that this manpower couldn't be gathered at all; even if gathered, what would they eat? Even if there were people and grain, were there preparations for so many gunny sacks as in usual times? Was there an organizational system? When it really came to a critical moment, who would command at the most critical places?

In the current China, only the People's Party could complete such work. After flood control was successful, the People's Party's rule over the local area became logical and natural. The completion of land reform in northern Hubei relied on such strength.

However, the dikes were repaired well last year, and this year's flood season should have passed. Why were there still so many troops in Wuhan? Li Shouxian completely didn't understand. When he arrived at the Hubei Provincial Committee, he saw everyone looking jubilant. It turned out that the trial operation of the new equipment shipped from the United States was successful. Chairman Chen was ecstatic. Although most of the Hubei Provincial Committee didn't know exactly what had happened or what was so wonderful about this new equipment, since it could make Chairman Chen so happy, it shouldn't be a small matter.

Li Shouxian naturally didn't know what kind of money-printing machine heavy chemical industry was. Infected by the comrades' emotions, Li Shouxian also became inexplicably happy. People feel refreshed when happy events occur; with high spirits, work efficiency also rose. Li Shouxian quickly handed over his work and boarded the ship to Anqing. Along the way, however, he encountered many foreign merchant ships, and there were even British warships mixed among them. His originally happy mood was immediately cast with a shadow.

The British were very unhappy! After the People's Party provided them with soda ash samples, the British began to be very unhappy.

In the chemical industry foundation of "Three Acids and Two Alkalis," the two alkalis are sodium hydroxide and sodium carbonate. Direct production of sodium hydroxide is unrealistic; it has to rely on the reaction of sodium carbonate with calcium hydroxide to produce sodium hydroxide. So in the final analysis, sodium carbonate, which is soda ash, is the foundation of industrial alkali. The British knew Chen Ke was a chemist, and he must have come up with a brand-new method. This brand-new industrial synthesis method actually wasn't shared with the British Empire; the British were naturally furious.

There is no wall in the world that doesn't leak wind. The news that the Americans and the People's Party cooperated to produce industrial synthetic ammonia had spread throughout Europe along with the sales of synthetic ammonia in the American homeland.

The People's Party didn't sell synthetic ammonia, but the People's Party's soda ash soon began selling in several large cities in the Yangtze River basin. Not only in the Yangtze River basin, but through the Peking-Hankou Railway, the People's Party's soda ash arrived directly in Beijing and began selling in the Beiyang industrial zone. Steaming mantou in the north also required soda ash. The pure white soda ash produced by the People's Party was something everyone had never seen before. The price was at least thirty percent cheaper than foreign goods. Just a trial sale triggered a huge sensation.

Chen Ke was a Nobel Prize winner. Europeans originally mocked this with a mentality of looking at a yellow monkey. Now they no longer had such thoughts. Transoceanic telegrams were sent directly from Britain to China, demanding that the People's Party's new technology must be controlled in the hands of the British Empire. They could no longer let the Yankees make big money from it.

The British had always been pragmatic. They first invited Chen Ke to the consulate as a guest. The response received was that Chen Ke had no time now. If Chen Ke had no time, the British had time. While mobilizing warships to Wuhan, they paid a visit in person.

After listening to the British demands, Chen Ke smiled, "Business is business. We have a saying in China: a big customer bullies the shop, and a big shop bullies the customer. I think your country wants to bully us."

"Mr. Chen, there is no logic in your words. We just want to cooperate; there is no such thing as bullying or not." The British representative was a bit unaccustomed to Chen Ke's straightforward attitude.

"I think you should know about the Solvay Syndicate. It's a monopoly-natured guild; soda ash production is currently monopolized by them. They refuse to provide this production process to other countries. I see your country's plan is to use a new monopoly to break their monopoly. What do you think?" Chen Ke was still very direct.

The British representative looked at Chen Ke and felt very clear in his heart. Dealing with smart people had this advantage: there was no need to set traps layer by layer, just get straight to the point. "You could think of it that way."

Chen Ke nodded. "Then how do we guarantee that our own interests are protected in this cooperation? I heard your side also mobilized warships here. This clearly shows you want to bully us."

The solution proposed by the British representative was very simple. "Technology sharing, market sharing." The British could invest in the soda ash industry in the People's Party base area.

Chen Ke had long guessed the British wishful thinking. Soda ash was a highly profitable industry; they clearly wanted to stick a knife in. His answer was crisp, "That is impossible. We cannot accept it. Technology sharing, yes. But the Asian market must be handed over to us for monopoly operation. We guarantee not to leak the soda ash production process. We have absolutely no ability to interfere in the trade of the Atlantic region. But Asia, we must operate it as a monopoly."

The British representative knew this would definitely be a difficult negotiation. They were not facing a simple scientist. If it were a simple scientist, they wouldn't need to mobilize so many people. If Chen Ke were just a scientist and a rebel, the British wouldn't need to worry too much either. After dealing with the People's Party for these two years, the British realized that this force of the People's Party was different from any other force in the world. At least, the British had never heard of, or could simply not imagine, an army actually saving people from disasters together with the people. In the eyes of the British, the army was a tool used to suppress and manage the people; the two were essentially hostile. Letting the army mix with the people... this had already exceeded their understanding of social systems.

Situations where the army and the people labored and worked together were not rare under the People's Party's rule. The British representative had mobilized warships to Wuhan from the very beginning. It looked majestic, but in reality, after calculating again and again, it was their only final resort. Those hundreds of thousands of people involved in disaster relief along the Yangtze River were orderly and methodical. These people would be a new great army once they picked up rifles. How many shells did the British fleet have? Facing such a crowd, how much effect could those shells have?

After occupying the Hanyang Iron Works and the Arsenal, the People's Party had full ability to arm themselves. Even if the People's Party's army couldn't deal with British warships, dealing with the foreign consular corps in Wuhan was more than enough. The British were out to gain greater benefits in business, not to have a life-and-death war with the People's Party. With the strength currently displayed by the People's Party, not only would the Wuhan consular corps and concessions be unable to survive, but the People's Party's army even had the strength to attack the consular corps and concessions in Shanghai. Not long ago, the People's Party also tried to purchase naval mine technology from the British. If the Yangtze River were full of mines... just thinking about it painted a terrifying picture.

Before this negotiation, the British side had consulted Hart, the then Inspector-General of the Chinese Maritime Customs Service. Hart only gave an article he had once written discussing the Boxer Movement to the British side. The negotiating representatives were deeply impressed by a passage in it:

"...The words 'imperil the world's future' will doubtless provoke a peal of laughter. Well, let them laugh, but let them see to it that they will not have to weep. Twenty millions or more of Boxers, armed, drilled, disciplined, and animated by patriotic—if mistaken—motives, will make residence in China impossible for foreigners, will take back from foreigners everything foreigners have taken from China, will pay off old grudges with interest to be compounded, and will carry the Chinese flag and Chinese arms into many a place that even fancy will not suggest today, thus preparing the way for the downfall of the world's future. Fifty years hence there will be millions of Boxers in serried ranks and war's panoply at the call of the Chinese Government: there is not the slightest doubt of that! And if the Chinese Government continues to exist, it will encourage (and it will be quite right to encourage), uphold, and develop this national Chinese movement; it bodes no good for the rest of the world, but China will have right on her side, and China will carry through her national program!..."

The British representative now felt that Hart was really too conservative. It didn't take fifty years; less than six years after the Boxer Movement, a trained, disciplined People's Party army had already risen. And the leader of this team was a scientist whom even the British had to admire for his knowledge. At the same time, this person was also an outstanding politician and diplomat, a difficult opponent who understood where the interests of all parties lay.

Seeing the hesitant look of the British representative, Chen Ke smiled, "We, the People's Party, will maintain our trade philosophy and achieve trade balance. If we want to industrialize China, we need to import a large amount of equipment and technology. For a very, very long time, our import needs will far exceed our export capacity. In that case, a monopoly in Asia should be very good news for the British side. We have the financial power to import British materials from Southeast Asia. Rubber, petroleum, metals—it's not that we don't need to import, but that we don't have the money to import. And for your country, the Asian market share is not large; Europe is your country's biggest market. Just soda ash alone cannot affect your country's foreign trade at all."

Seeing Chen Ke's firm attitude, the British representative also simply laid his cards on the table. "The soda ash issue can be discussed further; what we need is the production technology for synthetic ammonia."

Soda ash prices were high now because the cost of ammonia production was too high. Once industrial synthetic ammonia was successfully developed, it would be equivalent to opening a big door. The British industrial world attached great importance to this.

"We have already signed an agreement with the United States. In terms of business cooperation, we must abide by the agreement. I presume you wouldn't trust someone who breaks agreements either, right?" Chen Ke smiled.

The negotiation between the two sides reached the end of engagement here. Chen Ke resolutely refused to give up the synthetic ammonia technology and demanded that the British side recognize the People's Party's competitive advantage. This result was too far from what the British side hoped for.

Upon hearing the news, the American representative immediately rushed over to negotiate with Chen Ke. After hearing Chen Ke guarantee that he would not destroy the technology and equipment monopoly policy reached with the United States, the American representative was partially relieved. Regardless, if Chen Ke really destroyed the agreement privately, the United States had no way to stop it. Moreover, Chen Ke had expressed so clearly that he would abide by the agreement.

"Mr. Chen, what other good technologies do you have for cooperation?" the American representative asked in a very dissatisfied tone. It was too surprising for the People's Party to achieve industrial production of soda ash. Although the American side respected Chen Ke's scientific knowledge, they believed Chen Ke shouldn't possess such extensive industrial knowledge. At Chen Ke's age of less than thirty, it was absolutely impossible to have the capacity of a chief engineer for industrial production of this level. Moreover, the investigation into Chen Ke's background was already a hot project. Chen Ke first appeared in Shanghai in 1905, and since then, he had never left China. These amazing industrial design concepts must have been completed before Chen Ke was 25. Such a young genius was really unbelievable. And this technological genius was also a military and political genius, which made people feel even more surprised.

"Do you want to do business in medicine?" Chen Ke smiled.

"What medicine?" The American representative immediately got excited. Helping Chen Ke contact the production of synthetic ammonia this time, he had already made a big profit from it. If what Chen Ke developed was a drug more effective than 606, it would be a road to wealth paved with gold.

"We are currently developing it. After development is complete, we will contact you." Chen Ke decided to adopt the "market hunger" marketing method. He was preparing to attempt the development of sulfonamides. In the popular science book *The Road to Conquering Bacteria*, the development processes of four drugs were highlighted: anti-diphtheria serum, 606, sulfonamides, penicillin, and other antibiotics.

The latter three were industrial productions. Chen Ke was preparing to engage in the trial production of sulfonamides. This was a major discovery in the pharmaceutical world in 1932. The development of penicillin was a completely different concept; it was a recognition and utilization of antibiotics secreted by mold. And the basis of 606 was the molecular modification and development of highly toxic arsenides. After this drug was completed, pharmacologists in the world shifted their attention to the molecular modification of toxic chemicals. Historically, it took more than twenty years before sulfonamides were developed. Chen Ke didn't know how much his existence had influenced the world. Since history had already changed, there was no guarantee that some guy in Europe or America wouldn't jump the wall in desperation and experiment with dyes, ultimately achieving success.

"Will this new drug definitely be a cooperation with us?" The American representative's appetite was thoroughly whetted by Chen Ke.

"As long as your side can guarantee our interests, why wouldn't we continue to cooperate?" Chen Ke said magnanimously. However, a sentence from Comrade Lenin suddenly occurred to him: "The capitalists will sell us the rope with which we will hang them."

"I hope it can really be this smooth," Chen Ke thought.
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Chapter 68: The Terror of Large-Scale Industry (10)

"We must drive the imperialist devils out of China!"

"If we have to fight, then let's fight! Do those British devils think our People's Party is the Manchu Qing government?"

"Isn't it just a few broken ships? I'll take a suicide squad and blow those broken ships up with mines!"

Emotions were running high inside the Hubei Provincial Committee. After Chen Ke reported the negotiation process with the British to the Party Committee, the young cadres exploded.

British naval guns could reach the steel plant and the arsenal. If the People's Party's core industrial base were subjected to such a bombardment, it would be a massive loss. Everyone knew this. It was precisely because they knew it that the comrades were even more furious.

The People's Party had long made some military contingency plans. In terms of foreign relations, the People's Party had always felt it was a thorny issue. Only after 1949 could China stand up straight when facing foreign devils. Especially after the Korean War, foreigners truly gave up the idea of attacking China from the land. The Americans, who were at the height of their power, couldn't gain any advantage in Korea, so other countries harbored such thoughts even less. But before 1949, what did China amount to? With a mix of fighting and intimidation from foreigners, the Manchu Qing government and the Republic of China government would kneel and surrender.

The People's Party was an organization forged in battle. If the party organization could not reach a consensus on this matter, even if the problem were resolved peacefully, it would greatly dampen morale. Moreover, Chen Ke believed that at this stage, it was necessary to broaden the comrades' horizons and have them look at problems with a global perspective. Strictly speaking, this conflict wasn't a big deal at all. A commercial negotiation where the British used warships to issue meaningless threats—this could already be said to be the British showing their weakness. In this sense, the People's Party had already achieved great success.

However, the comrades clearly lacked an understanding of the world situation in this era. The fear in their hearts was probably on par with that of the British. The more they understood the significance of Wuhan to the People's Party, and the significance of Hanyang Steel to the People's Party, the more profound their fear became.

The verbal abuse didn't last too long. Seeing Chen Ke sitting in the chairman's seat unhurriedly, the comrades felt a lot more confident. It was Chen Ke negotiating with the British. Since Chen Ke was fearless, the People's Party would certainly not suffer in this negotiation.

"Chairman Chen, how do you view this matter?" Lu Huitian asked.

"How is the land reform work proceeding in southern Hubei?" Chen Ke asked in return.

"It has basically been implemented. Resistance varies from place to place. It should be just about done by next year," Lu Huitian replied. After saying this, he asked again, "What does this have to do with the situation in Wuhan?"

Lu Huitian's question voiced the thoughts of the comrades. What did land reform in Hubei have to do with the confrontation in Wuhan?

"No matter how awesome the British naval guns are, let's give them the benefit of the doubt—they can hit 30 kilometers, or 60 li. A strip of 60 li along the two banks of the Yangtze River only accounts for a tiny portion of the base area. And everyone has undergone training from Comrade Yan Fu. How many shells can such a ship carry? How much effect can it have? How much money does it cost for such a ship to cruise around in the Yangtze River? Everyone knows this, right?" Chen Ke laughed.

"But our steel plant can't withstand such a beating. That's equipment worth tens of millions," the comrades' answer seemed very pragmatic.

Chen Ke retorted, "Didn't we carry out the revolution just the same when we didn't have this factory equipment? Besides, many newly built factories are outside the range of British naval guns. Hanyang Steel might very well suffer losses. But as long as our army is not defeated, other factories will not be lost."

"It's not that we want to lose Hanyang Steel," the comrades said, their fear already greatly diminished.

"Comrades, when we of the People's Party fight, we always talk about the objective of the war. So, what do you think the British objective is if they fight us?" Chen Ke continued to ask.

"To seize our base area!"

"To snatch our factories!"

"To carve up China!"

The common views of various revolutionary parties of this era popped out one after another. Hearing this, Chen Ke couldn't help but laugh. "Everyone be serious, we are holding a Party meeting. Speaking from your hearts, what do you think?"

Seeing Chen Ke's attitude was so serious, the comrades chuckled sheepishly. In fact, they really didn't know what the British wanted to do. The People's Party had long made military preparations. Perhaps the caliber of the artillery in the base area was not yet enough to penetrate the armor of British warships, but sinking British warships in the Yangtze River using mines was something they could accomplish.

More importantly, the British concessions could not be defended by naval guns alone. If the People's Party were truly determined to fight to the death with the British, the British would never be able to gain a foothold in Wuhan again. British warships wouldn't even think about entering the Yangtze River basin in the future.

"Chairman Chen, then what do you think the British want to do?" Lu Huitian still didn't hope for war to occur; he believed that Chen Ke truly didn't want war to happen either.

"I think the British want a lot of things. If you let them think, they even want to annex China. What they think doesn't matter at all. What matters is whether our comrades in the People's Party view ourselves too lightly and cheaply. Can we view problems realistically? On this matter, we must commit neither 'Left' adventurism nor Right capitulationism."

Hearing Chen Ke speak of "Right capitulationism," Lu Huitian's face became a bit grave. Recently, he had been sensitive to this term. Whenever someone mentioned it, he easily associated it with whether someone was implying something.

Chen Ke couldn't care about Lu Huitian's personal thoughts. He said, "What is called 'Left' adventurism is when encountering a problem, one does not analyze what the principal contradiction and the secondary contradiction are, and regardless of the specific situation, one simply believes there is an ultimate truth and then recklessly acts on that stubborn belief. For example, the British warships have come this time. Everyone knows the British are here to bully us. Everyone thinks that based on our principles, they shouldn't bully us. So, with a hot head—beat the British devils! This is called intensifying the contradiction; this is not solving the problem."

After finishing, Chen Ke scanned the comrades of the Hubei Provincial Committee. The comrades who had just been clamoring to fight to the death with the British lowered their heads in shame. Now, even if the comrades in the Party could not accept Chen Ke's views in their hearts, no one dared to contradict him.

"Right capitulationism is when encountering social contradictions, one fails to grasp the principal and secondary contradictions. Instead of saying they will solve the problem through progress, they believe that society is progressing too fast. They adopt a capitulationist view of maintaining the status quo by prioritizing the resolution of secondary contradictions. They dare not struggle, dare not push forward. They hope things will resolve themselves. If the British apply pressure and we acknowledge British dominance and obediently listen to the British, this is Right capitulationism."

Since no one in the Hubei Provincial Committee had proposed compromising with the British yet, everyone's reaction to these words from Chen Ke was relatively small.

"Why do I say that everyone views themselves too lightly and cheaply? Because comrades have not understood one thing: what position we are in, and what position the British are in. So this time, I want to talk to everyone about the issue of 'On Contradiction'."

"On Contradiction" is one of the core pillars of Grandpa Mao's philosophical thought. It is not just a philosophical issue, but also a worldview issue. It is even more of an issue of how to conduct oneself. Whether or not one admits that contradictions exist eternally determines whether a person is metaphysical or a true materialist. Chen Ke believed that his past desire for the world to be in some fixed order was a standard manifestation of not believing that contradictions exist eternally. This was also the reason for Chen Ke's repeated failures in the 21st century. The world is developing, and with every step of development, contradictions are also constantly changing. How can a person who is always forced to react and cannot proactively face realistic contradictions succeed?

So-called "fate" is the inevitability of contradiction. You cannot avoid it.

"I have also talked about imperialism. The core is exploitation internally and plunder externally. External plunder—this matter also has contradictions. From the British perspective, there is success and failure in plunder. This is a pair of contradictions. And the manifestation of contradictions takes many forms, from bargaining to violent war. Before we expanded the base area to Hubei, there was no contradiction between us and the British. Comrades have always been surprised why I had no interest in attacking Wuhan by force. Because as long as we intervened in Wuhan, whether we liked it or not, the contradiction between us and the British would inevitably occur."

The comrades listened silently. They once strongly disagreed with Chen Ke's strategic considerations, but since Chen Ke firmly controlled the army, they had no reason to oppose him. Only after entering Hubei did everyone truly feel that conquering the country is easy, but ruling it is hard. Because the expansion of the base area was not a simple expansion of original contradictions; more new contradictions appeared before the comrades at a speed completely unimagined. Only then did everyone realize they were not mentally prepared at all.

"We entered Hubei through disaster relief because natural disasters were already the biggest contradiction at that time. Social contradictions were in a very secondary position in most areas. And our class stance is on the side of the people. In the face of natural disasters, there is no contradiction between us and the people. We must solve the contradiction of natural disasters together with the people. Having gained the support of the people, we gained Hubei."

"The development of things is like this. When we eliminate one contradiction, we face a new one. Because we entered Hubei and eliminated the old system, the old system no longer exists, and the contradiction between the people and the old system no longer exists. Then the contradiction between our People's Party and the imperialist system has arisen. This is the inevitability of contradiction. This is also the inevitability of the contradiction between us and the British this time."

"The British attitude toward Wuhan has never changed. They want to obtain the maximum economic benefit from Hubei. We want to ensure the maximum economic benefit for our base area. This pair of contradictions will continue to exist until one side of the contradiction disappears. I firmly believe that the British will definitely disappear from the Hubei base area. However, they will not disappear now. Moreover, the conflict of interest, if we look at it from the Wuhan region, is life-and-death. But if we look at it from the overall British policy towards Asia, there will be a big difference. If we look at it from the British attitude toward world trade, another situation will emerge. If we only look at British external plunder, that is one perspective. If we also incorporate British internal exploitation into the whole picture, everyone will find that the situation is likely completely different. Today we are going to analyze this part of the content."

Chen Ke was probably clearer about the British direction in this era than the British themselves. Books studying the history of Britain's decline were everywhere on the internet in later generations. This is also a classic case. Around the time of World War I, Britain's demand for trade was no longer about import surplus, but about trying to expand trade volume. Through the trade system dominated by the British, the British ruling class could obtain huge benefits. As for the life and death of domestic people, that was fundamentally not content considered by the British ruling class. Before the appearance of the Soviet Union, what relationship did the lives of the working masses in Europe and America have with the ruling class? Russian Maozi were once called the "Gendarme of Europe," not because Russian Maozi rode roughshod over European countries, but because when there was a revolution in a European country, the ruling class gave the Maozi money, and the Maozi would help suppress it.

So what the British wanted was trade volume. It was just that because the base area looked weak, the British felt that a little scare with warships would probably make the base area submit. The reality was that the People's Party, which had implemented a people's revolution, already possessed strength that the British simply could not shake. It was the People's Party, not the British, that dominated the situation in Wuhan. The People's Party had plenty of cards they hadn't used yet. The British had now used their last resort—military force. This was the British's last move. Even they themselves didn't dare to let go and intensify the contradiction to the level of war.

After listening to Chen Ke's full analysis and understanding the key to the current situation, the young cadres burned with anger again. "Motherf*cker, the British dare to scare us!"

However, most comrades were not so agitated; everyone's faces lit up. Knowing that it was impossible for the British to jump over the wall in desperation and start a war, naturally, everyone had nothing left to fear.

Seeing the excited looks of the comrades, Chen Ke hurriedly emphasized, "Comrades, seeking peace through struggle leads to peace; seeking peace through compromise leads to the death of peace. The British dare not fight us because we have made full preparations for military struggle. If we hadn't taken the path of people's revolution, if we hadn't stood together with the broad masses of people, the British would have attacked long ago. The British are not afraid of us; the British are afraid of the tens of millions of people organized under the new system. So land reform work must be done well and implemented. This is the only foundation of our People's Party."

If Lu Huitian were only facing landlords and gentry, he would still have been somewhat unconvinced by Chen Ke's forceful land reform policy. However, after the conflict of interest between the British and the base area occurred, and Chen Ke explained the ins and outs thoroughly, Lu Huitian was truly convinced. If the whole world were brought into view, many contradictions that originally seemed sky-high became somewhat insignificant.

"Chairman Chen, we will step up the resolution of the land reform issue," Lu Huitian replied.

Not only Lu Huitian, but several comrades in the Hubei Provincial Committee who had originally supported a more moderate land reform also expressed their willingness to accelerate the progress of land reform.

Chen Ke was truly helpless. Changing from Right capitulationism to 'Left' adventurism was really easy. He hurriedly said, "Comrades, the contradiction between us and the British is not the principal contradiction in the base area right now. Our principal contradiction is the land reform issue. The attitude toward land reform must be firm; this must be implemented. But during my time in Hubei, I feel that many detailed practices of the comrades are correct. I originally didn't understand the grassroots enough, and I made the mistake of being rash. Everyone, absolutely do not treat the British as a big deal; they really aren't anything. Only by doing a good job in land reform do we have everything. Absolutely do not act with undue haste."

Criticizing the Left after criticizing the Right, and then criticizing the Left again after criticizing the Right. When Chen Ke read the Selected Works of Mao, he felt that Grandpa Mao criticized both sides in turn. Many people thought Grandpa Mao was playing power games. Now Chen Ke finally understood that Grandpa Mao didn't have the energy to play power games. Just grasping the Party's situation and being able to implement work realistically without being 'Left' or Right was already exhausting. Playing power games like Cixi would have been effortless in comparison.

After unifying the issues within the Party, the British invited Chen Ke to negotiate again. Feeling that he had no worries behind him, Chen Ke no longer declined and began a new round of trade negotiations with the British.

Facing Chen Ke, translator Yan Fu, and accompanying representative Xie Mingxian, the British attitude was still very firm. The British representative still wanted Chen Ke to hand over the soda ash process, but this time the British gave Chen Ke a pig bladder [empty promise], "Britain is willing to recognize Chen Ke's status as a belligerent party and is willing to establish official relations with the People's Party."

After stating this condition, the British representative looked arrogantly at the "People's Party bandit leader" Chen Ke. As he expected, a smile from the heart appeared on Chen Ke's face. However, the firm answer was completely opposite to what the British representative thought. "I refuse."

Chen Ke smiled happily not because of the condition proposed by the British, but because Britain, this European shit-stirrer good at playing "European Balance of Power," actually played this trick on him. Chen Ke thought to himself, "Do you think I don't know your reputation as shit-stirrers?"

Yuan Shikai's Beiyang army would definitely overthrow the Manchu Qing. In at most another year, after the Manchu Qing fell, the People's Party would automatically gain legal status. If he agreed to the British conditions now, many variables would appear in the agreement between Chen Ke and Yuan Shikai. Thinking of this, Chen Ke had already decided to send a representative to talk to Yuan Shikai, ensuring that the foreign devils wouldn't benefit from their conflict.

It took a good while for the British representative to regain his calm. He said with dissatisfaction, "Mr. Chen, you seem to not care about your illegal status at all. This makes me feel very puzzled."

Facing the British representative's dissatisfaction, Chen Ke didn't care at all. Instead, he threw out a new proposal from the People's Party. "Soda ash is a big business. But what if we sign a trade agreement with your country regarding Southeast Asia? For example, we guarantee to import a certain amount of goods from Southeast Asia every year, and of course, we also want to export a certain amount of goods to Southeast Asia. Do you think such an agreement could satisfy everyone?"

Hearing this suggestion, the British representative immediately dropped the pig bladder of so-called "recognizing belligerent status." "Can you be more specific?"

Chen Ke's suggestion was for the People's Party and the British to reach a fixed-quota trade agreement. For example, importing 20 million taels worth of goods from Southeast Asia annually, and also exporting 20 million taels worth of goods to Southeast Asia. Thereafter, the trade quota would increase by 5% each year compared to the previous year.

For the People's Party, Southeast Asia was a big market, and the overseas Chinese in Southeast Asia urgently needed a political force as their backer. The People's Party also needed Southeast Asia's spices, rubber, and metal ores. Once this agreement was reached, the People's Party could also rely on this line to truly project its power into Southeast Asia. Gaining entry rights to a region was of great significance to the People's Party. What's more, the People's Party had long been trying to intervene in the Southeast Asian Chinese circle. The significance of this for politics and economics was not just a newly opened region. In addition to trying to utilize Southeast Asia's materials and capital, the People's Party could also effectively compress Japan's market in Southeast Asia.

Japan's export industry was now mainly targeting the American silk industry. Once the People's Party hit Japan's markets in China and Southeast Asia, Japan's life would not be so easy. And for the burgeoning Japanese market, the People's Party's heavy chemical products would definitely sell very well. The full outbreak of contradictions between the People's Party and Japan was only a matter of time. There was no difference between planning early and planning late. If one had to say, it might even be better for the contradiction to explode earlier.

For the British representative, this was truly a business too unexpected. The British actually dominated the colonial system in Asia. France and the Netherlands were followers of the British. If this Southeast Asian trade agreement could be reached, the British could make a fortune from it. Compared to such profits, the soda ash business seemed somewhat insignificant.

"Will this affect the trade balance agreement we have reached now?" The British representative was very concerned about this.

"This is also a trade balance between us and Southeast Asia. Our trade with the British side is not affected by this. Since your side feels we made too much money, that's no problem; we just spend this money. Saving a pile of foreign currency makes no sense for us either." Chen Ke was very frank. If an industrialized China could be built before World War II, it would be able to obtain unparalleled benefits. This little bit of money was nothing at all.

Even without World War II, during the First World War, the Allied Powers purchased globally to achieve victory. Even Japan could turn from a debtor nation into a creditor nation. For China, having a vast trade region and massive amounts of cheap raw materials—how much effort would that save for the unprecedentedly large-scale infrastructure construction requiring huge investment?

So let alone doing trade with the European shit-stirrer Britain, even if it were a deal with the devil, Chen Ke would go up to negotiate without hesitation.

The British representative was half-believing and half-doubting of the suggestion from this rebel bandit leader Chen Ke. All of this was what the British dreamed of. The Chinese market, which they couldn't open with guns and cannons, had now suddenly opened its arms completely. Although the People's Party obviously had its own schemes and also attempted to establish its own industrial center, this only showed that this mysterious Chinese youth had a clear enough understanding. He could be considered an outstanding figure among the many Westernization faction members in China.

Britain's attitude toward the Far East was to maintain the status quo and maintain British dominance. The People's Party's current industrial power was interesting, but only interesting. There were many genius chemists in Britain; Chen Ke was not an existence that could make Britain feel terrified. Moreover, if the representative himself could negotiate this cooperation, he only needed to plan ahead in Southeast Asia to make a fortune from it.

So no matter how strange he felt it was, the British representative had decided to try to push this agreement forward.
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Chapter 69: Changes in Various Provinces (Part 1)

"Who are our friends? Who are our enemies? This is the primary question of the reform." Governor Wang Youhong did not know how many times he had recited this sentence in his heart. Whenever his train of thought hit a wall, he would silently recite this sentence to guide his thinking back to its original source as much as possible.

On the paper in front of Wang Youhong, a sentence was written: "Practical protection of the most fundamental interests of the vast gentry class is a question of major principle."

Writing this line was very easy, but putting it into practice was difficult beyond measure. Wang Youhong never had any intention of protecting the interests of those below. In his eyes, those silly kids in the People's Party were truly bewitched. They gave up a good life and were dead set on "seeking welfare for the vast common people and creating a tomorrow."

During the floods in Northern Jiangsu this year, few refugees fled to Southern Jiangsu. Instead, quite a few gentry fled to Southern Jiangsu with their families. The People's Party was quite righteous; they never looted floating wealth. But they dug up the roots of the gentry—they confiscated land. Those gentry with blood debts on their hands were killed off early on. In other places, whenever there was a disaster, the People's Party would run over to provide disaster relief and implement land reform along the way. The main force of disaster relief was the army. Wherever the army went, they did not commit the slightest offense against civilians, and the People's Party proclaimed everywhere, "The People's Army consists of the sons and brothers of the common people!" They made it seem almost real.

Wang Youhong absolutely did not believe the People's Party's propaganda. From Chen Ke's many documents, Wang Youhong changed "the Party commands the gun" to "Governor Wang Youhong commands the gun."

In Wang Youhong's current ideal, the best political model for Jiangsu would be a shrunken Manchu Qing court. The Wang Youhong family would hold power, reigning for generations. The military generals would be die-hard loyalists of the Wang family, while civil officials would be filled by assemblymen. The overall situation would be very much like how Chen Ke of the People's Party currently held power. But no matter how he looked through Chen Ke's articles, they only talked about people's revolution and intra-party democracy. They never talked about how an individual could master power. Such a clever person, yet he never considered himself. This was too reckless.

Realizing he was thinking about Chen Ke again, Wang Youhong forcibly pulled back his thoughts and wrote "Practical protection of the most fundamental interests of the vast gentry class is a question of major principle" on the paper again.

Even if he wanted to imitate Chen Ke, Wang Youhong only controlled the army. Regardless of whether Chen Ke was hypocritical or not, the People's Party did indeed have the support of the common people at this stage. Wang Youhong had sent quite a few spies to Anhui, and the people of Anhui naturally supported the People's Party resolutely. Even the "former gentry" who stayed in the base areas and didn't flee, although they harbored resentment about losing their land, did not complain about their current lives. As long as they were willing to work, they wouldn't go hungry. Middle peasants, rich peasants, and small landlords lived even better than before because they were willing to work hard.

Looking back at Wang Youhong, the gentry were all hypocritical. These people's minds were all on Zhang Jian, the former Speaker who had entered Beijing. If it weren't for the recent crisis in the sericulture industry, they would probably still be lukewarm towards Wang Youhong. If he couldn't effectively utilize this sericulture crisis to establish Wang Youhong's prestige and grasp the sericulture industry in his own hands as much as possible, Wang Youhong was worried that he might not be able to pass the hurdle of the 1911 assembly elections.

These past few days, Wang Youhong had racked his brains and investigated everywhere, and finally had a preliminary concept. However, he really had no bottom line on whether it could be realized. "I'll just try serving these bastards once," Wang Youhong thought. If these assemblymen still didn't appreciate it, then Wang Youhong would have no choice but to use the army.

The next day, Wang Youhong went to the assembly early in the morning. The newly built Nanjing Assembly was a hall that could accommodate several hundred people. It was equipped with electric loudspeakers bought from foreigners. When Wang Youhong arrived, almost all the assemblymen had already arrived. This sericulture matter involved a wide range of people; the gentry families had all participated in the sericulture industry more or less. Up to now, neither the spring cocoons nor the summer cocoons could be sold. If this situation continued, the autumn cocoons would probably also be hopeless. The assemblymen had already thought of every possible way, but looking at it now, there was absolutely no avenue for a solution.

When Wang Youhong ascended the podium, the assemblymen stared at him anxiously one by one. If there was anyone left to rely on now, it was probably only Governor Wang Youhong, the person with the highest official rank. Although they didn't know how capable Wang Youhong actually was, the assemblymen instinctively believed that those with high official ranks would have more solutions.

"Gentlemen, this sericulture crisis involves a wide area. After investigation, I have slightly organized a sequence. Please listen." Wang Youhong was imitating Chen Ke's speech. When Chen Ke discussed problems, he always clarified the problem first. Then he would recount the countermeasures.

Starting from the general situation of the Southern Jiangsu sericulture industry, previous years' sales channels, and characteristics, to the problems encountered this year. Wang Youhong pointed out that the main buyers of raw silk were actually foreigners. Because the situation had been chaotic these past few years, the demand for consumer goods like silk in the North had shrunk tremendously, and the People's Party had reached a bulk sales agreement with the foreign devils, snatching away the market for Southern Jiangsu silk cocoons. Combined, these directly led to the overall crisis of the Southern Jiangsu sericulture industry.

The assemblymen actually knew some of the situation, but everyone was thinking about how to find sales channels. They had a feeling about the ins and outs of the matter but lacked a complete understanding. Hearing Wang Youhong speak so eloquently, many people only now suddenly realized the truth. As Wang Youhong incisively discussed this matter, the assemblymen gradually gained confidence in Wang Youhong. Since he had already grasped the pulse of the matter, Governor Wang Youhong must have come up with a solution.

"Gentlemen, I also checked. Compared to our Southern Jiangsu sericulture industry, the People's Party has the following characteristics. First, the silkworm breed is good. That Great White Silkworm is probably double the size of the silkworms raised by our ordinary families, and it spits more silk. In terms of quality alone, it probably has the grade of Nine-Li Silk. Second, the volume is large. As far as I know, the People's Party sold 32,000 quintals of raw silk this year. In quality, we can't compare. In quantity, we also can't compare. If our Jiangsu does not reform, this business will probably become increasingly difficult to do." Wang Youhong made such a summary.

That the People's Party had good silkworm breeds was something the Jiangsu assemblymen knew about. But hearing the figure that the People's Party sold 32,000 *dan* (should be quintals/dan, context implies huge amount) of raw silk, everyone was stunned. One quintal is 200 *jin* (approx 100kg), one *dan* is 100 *jin* (approx 50kg). For these silkworm raisers, it was very capable for an ordinary family to sell five *dan* of cocoons. Subtracting the pupae inside the cocoons, the extracted raw silk was only one quintal or 200 *jin*. 32,000 *dan* of raw silk, that would require at least 320,000 households raising silkworms. These households were nothing, but the demand for mulberry leaves would be too great. For a time, a buzzing sound filled the assembly hall.

Wang Youhong did not give time for this news to ferment. He continued, "As far as I know, the People's Party has already made up its mind. Next year's raw silk exports will double, reaching 64,000 quintals..."

*Boom!* The assembly hall boiled over completely. Although an electric loudspeaker was used, Wang Youhong's subsequent words were almost completely drowned out, "The year after next, the People's Party prepares to double it again, exporting 128,000 quintals."

"Do they want us to live or not!"

"Let the Anhui bumpkins grow mulberry and raise silkworms themselves."

"These rebels want everyone's lives!"

Watching the frenzied assemblymen, Wang Youhong was very happy in his heart. The greater the threat of the People's Party, and the greater the blow to the Jiangsu sericulture industry, the more opportunity Wang Youhong would have. Of course, if Wang Youhong's plan failed, he might completely lose the support of the assemblymen. However, Wang Youhong's prediction of the People's Party's raw silk exports for next year was originally made up. As the saying goes, "turn to any doctor in a critical illness"; only if these assemblymen were thoroughly frightened would it be possible for them to truly defect to Wang Youhong.

The assemblymen's performance also confirmed Wang Youhong's guess about them. Soon, assemblymen began to ask Wang Youhong for help. The leader was none other than Zhang Yutong, who had once begged at Wang Youhong's door. "Lord Wang, please, you must think of a way. If this goes on, we will have no way to live."

"It's not that there isn't a way, but I don't know if you gentlemen are willing," Wang Youhong said, pretending to be in a difficult position.

"As long as you can point out a method, we will definitely do it," Zhang Yutong said with extreme anxiety.

"Gentlemen Assemblymen, if our Jiangsu continues to grow mulberry and raise silkworms according to the current methods, we certainly won't be the People's Party's opponents. However, people say, 'stones from other hills may serve to polish the jade of this one.' Sometimes, we also have to learn other people's methods," Wang Youhong replied.

The assembly hall instantly quieted down. The assemblymen looked at Wang Youhong with blank or shocked eyes. After a moment, Zhang Yutong stammered and shouted, "My Lord, absolutely not! We absolutely must not learn land distribution from the People's Party!"

Hearing Zhang Yutong's words, the assemblymen who hadn't thought of this key point also jumped up as if their buttocks were on fire. They shouted one after another, "My Lord, the reason the People's Party are rebels is that they broke the rules of thousands of years. They confiscated everyone's land and distributed it. My Lord, absolutely not."

Hearing the assemblymen's shouts, the big stone in Wang Youhong's heart finally fell to the ground. He simply didn't want to learn the People's Party's land reform. Those young people of the People's Party pushed land reform with a terrible determination, but they all followed Chen Ke with equal determination. And Wang Youhong absolutely did not have such a group of followers. "Who are our friends, who are our enemies." Wang Youhong absolutely did not consider the people to be his, Lord Wang Youhong's, friends.

"Gentlemen, gentlemen, quiet down!" Wang Youhong shouted for a good while before calming the clamor in the assembly hall a bit.

"This official has absolutely no intention of learning the People's Party's land reform. Please rest assured on this point. The learning I spoke of refers to the People's Party's method of growing mulberry and raising silkworms." The electric loudspeaker projected Wang Youhong's resonant voice into the entire venue. The assemblymen also gradually quieted down.

"We don't need to distribute land. As long as everyone unites, growing mulberry and raising silkworms will have scale. The reason the People's Party is capable is that the government they established is capable. I also know that the gentry have always hoped that the government manages as little as possible. But looking at the People's Party's government, it is indeed much stronger than other current governments. presumably, you have all seen the People's Party's mulberry orchards, silkworm farms, and filatures. They are fully owned by the People's Party. The common people just go in there to work, and wages are given to the common people according to the amount of work done. The common people farm on ordinary days, and go to work when they have leisure, adding a livelihood. This is not me boosting others' morale and extinguishing my own ambition. Just on this point, our Jiangsu really can't compare." Wang Youhong spoke with fervor and assurance. In this world, if one wanted to gather power, one must start with land. Confiscating the gentry's land was definitely not feasible, but Wang Youhong had to integrate the land to the maximum extent and achieve a unified system. If he couldn't do this, Jiangsu definitely wouldn't be able to hold on.

The assemblymen were all gentry; they certainly were unwilling to let the government intervene in local land. As the saying goes, "an official passing through is like a razor"; once the government intervenes in any industry, it will strip you clean just like shaving a head. Wang Youhong clearly revealed such intentions. The assemblymen immediately became alert.

Wang Youhong had also gauged the assemblymen's thoughts accurately. He said calmly, "I am just a Governor. The People's Party is powerful; even the Beiyang is not their opponent. I won't brag; if they fight their way over, I can't hold them off. Northern Jiangsu was taken away by the People's Party, and now the People's Party has already started land reform in Northern Jiangsu. Quite a few gentry have run back. Gentlemen can also see clearly that wherever the People's Party goes, they will definitely distribute land. If we ourselves cannot twist into a single rope to jointly deal with the People's Party... the People's Party is only a few dozen *li* from Nanjing. They can fight their way over whenever they say so. This official will definitely do his best to resist for you gentlemen, but I can only do my best to resist; I cannot guarantee victory or defeat."

As soon as the assemblymen heard that Wang Youhong had intentions of quitting, they immediately became anxious. Everyone knew the People's Party's military power was strong. The individual power of landlords and gentry absolutely could not stop the People's Party's attack. The only thing they could rely on now was the army in Wang Youhong's hands. Zhang Yutong hurriedly shouted, "Lord Wang, what exactly is your plan? Just say it. As long as we can do it, we will definitely obey."

"Sigh! Gentlemen Assemblymen, these words are incorrect. It's not that I have some plan. Since we are an assembly, then according to the characteristics of reform and constitutionalism, we discuss Jiangsu's regulations ourselves. If a result is discussed, this official will be the first to abide by it. In discussing regulations, this official is just one among the assemblymen. It's not like whatever I say goes."

The assemblymen originally didn't really want Wang Youhong to dominate the situation. Hearing him speak like this, everyone felt it was reasonable instead. Thus, under this situation, the assembly actually began to operate truly.

The assemblymen hoped for constitutionalism because they wanted to intervene in the government's operation. With the Manchu Qing government's chaotic power system, intervening was equivalent to possessing a huge part of the power. But once they really held a meeting to discuss this power distribution issue, the assemblymen discovered that their little calculations were only suitable for the Manchu Qing's chaotic power system. That system could manage everything, yet didn't need to be responsible for anything. If one were a high-ranking official in that system, that would be great. But that system simply couldn't solve any of the immediate problems. To solve problems, there must be a government organization with strong power and clear responsibilities. Looking all over the world, only the People's Party had this kind of government organization.

Governor Wang Youhong had at least read quite a few of the People's Party's documents. He gave a simple explanation to the assembly. The Jiangsu Provincial Constitution needed to establish rights and obligations. First was where the power of Jiangsu Province actually came from. The People's Party's attitude was very simple: "Power comes from the people." When the Jiangsu gentry heard this, they immediately began to oppose it. This power definitely did not come from the people; power must come from the gentry.

The concept that power belongs to the gentry existed, but the expression was very difficult. First was the definition of gentry. What exactly was a gentry member? Someone with an examination degree? Someone with land? Or someone who opened a factory? Should a gentry member's wife possess gentry status? Should a gentry member's relatives also possess gentry status? Were these relatives paternal relatives? Or did it include maternal relatives? A gentry member's rich relatives could of course be classified into the gentry ranks, but could a gentry member's poor relatives also possess gentry status?

The discussion on the source of power went on for two days. All sorts of ideas came out one after another, but were denied by the assemblymen one by one. The more seriously the political discussion was conducted, the more the gentry vaguely felt a concept of class. What everyone wanted was to be rulers, not to be the ruled. Wang Youhong saw the opportunity was about ripe. He said loudly to the gentry who had already started to lose patience and reason, "Gentlemen, I think we should set the source of power on the identity of 'citizen', shall we?"

"Citizen?" The assemblymen had no concept of this word.

"A citizen is a person with the right to vote. Our assembly is elected. Whoever has citizen status has the right to participate in electing the assembly. The power of the Jiangsu Government comes from the Jiangsu citizens!" Wang Youhong's words were sonorous and forceful.

Most of the assemblymen were confused by the word "gentry" and its definition. It took a good while before everyone realized that this "citizen" was another name for "gentry." Moreover, citizenship rights meant the gentry's election power.

"Good! This is good! The power of the Jiangsu Government comes from the Jiangsu citizens!" The gentry, as if waking from a dream, all praised loudly.

Having determined the source of power, the subsequent matters were much easier to handle. Regarding citizens, first, women were cleared out of the ranks of citizens. Next, males under 18 years of age were also expelled from the citizen ranks. Then, people with assets less than a certain amount were also expelled from the citizen ranks. Once a few conditions were determined, less than 15% of the people in Jiangsu Province remained who possessed citizenship rights. This made the assemblymen very satisfied. Under this satisfaction, they even very magnanimously reconsidered the power clauses. Everyone even magnanimously passed a newer amendment, "Jiangsu's power comes from the Jiangsu people. The Jiangsu citizens among the Jiangsu people who meet the election conditions are responsible for electing the assembly and government to lead Jiangsu affairs."

The assemblymen recited and discussed this content repeatedly, everyone feeling satisfied. Wang Youhong was even more satisfied. With this source of power, he could determine these people's property by applying for citizen status.

Next was the establishment of the three major power organs: administrative, legislative, and judicial. The Jiangsu Provincial Assembly possessed legislative power, the Jiangsu Provincial Government possessed administrative power, and the yet-to-exist Jiangsu Provincial Court possessed judicial power. After the concept of the three major power organs was established, the assemblymen's minds became active.

This kind of collision of thinking was very meaningful. Through these two days of discussion, Wang Youhong gained a true understanding of many things in Chen Ke's manuscripts. For example, regarding the regulation that the persons in charge of the three major power organs could not concurrently hold positions in the other two major organs, he completely understood what was going on. If a person was an assemblyman, and also a government department staff member, and also a member of the court system, he would possess immense power and influence. Therefore, Wang Youhong firmly required that there be no concurrent posts among the three.

On the issue of no concurrent posts, the assemblymen and Wang Youhong wrangled for two days, and finally felt that what Wang Youhong said made sense. But the reason for their thinking was rather dark: if they themselves couldn't hold three posts concurrently, but other assemblymen held three posts concurrently, everyone wouldn't be able to stand that kind of irritation.

As for the government's organization, Wang Youhong copied the People's Party's government organization. The assemblymen didn't understand these things; they just heard that it sounded reasonable, so they agreed to Wang Youhong's suggestion.

After spending ten days coming up with a rough framework, the assemblymen's focus returned to how to solve the sericulture crisis. Wang Youhong proposed a land policy of establishing "Rural Land Societies" in the localities. This policy superficially resembled the People's Party's agricultural cooperative model, but this organization firstly did not have farm tools provided by the government, and secondly did not have rural supply and marketing cooperatives disguisedly subsidized by the government. It was said that every household would invest shares based on land, and the government would guarantee that they received profit distribution according to the land ratio. But the landlord gentry undoubtedly obtained comprehensive land dominance.

This established "Rural Land Society" would pay taxes uniformly and provide labor services uniformly. And the government would undertake social responsibilities such as building water conservancy and paving roads. Regarding the sericulture industry that the gentry cared about most, Wang Youhong expressed that he would strive to introduce excellent silkworm breeds, set up specialized schools, and have the government build filatures to seek channels for bulk sales.

Not only regarding the overall allocation arrangement of the sericulture industry, Wang Youhong expressed that he would start many industries on official land, inviting assemblymen and gentry to participate in investment and construction, sharing profits.

This was truly "losing at sunrise but gaining at sunset." The assemblymen never imagined that they could obtain the local land control they dreamed of in such a way.

In this session, the assembly also formulated rules for assembly meetings. A regular meeting of half a month would be held every month to discuss various issues. And recently, the assembly was to form a special legal committee responsible for leading and supervising the "Civil Law," "Criminal Law," "Commercial Law," and "Marriage and Property Inheritance Law" adapted from the "Great Qing Code."

In his speech before the recess, Wang Youhong made a report, "Gentlemen Assemblymen, I announce one more thing. We will first formulate the Civil Law, which will protect the tenant-farmer relationship. It will neither let tenant farmers suffer losses nor let employers suffer losses. Please rest assured on this point."

The humor in Wang Youhong's words made quite a few assemblymen laugh out loud. Wang Youhong continued with a smile, "Gentlemen Assemblymen, this is a great meeting, this is a victorious meeting. From now on, we will unite under the banner of the Jiangsu Constitution, work hard together, advance together, perfect various systems of Jiangsu, and push Jiangsu's constitutional cause to a new peak."

The assemblymen stood up together and applauded enthusiastically. At this moment, Wang Youhong knew that he had already mastered considerable popularity.

"Gentlemen Assemblymen, everyone should now hurry back to fulfill your obligations as assemblymen and propagate the assembly's regulations to the localities. And this official will also find sales channels for the cocoons as soon as possible. But let me say this upfront: even if a buyer can be found, the price won't be high. Everyone, don't blame me because of price issues then. I hope that when we meet again next month, everyone will have completed their work. If that can really be achieved, I will treat everyone to drink celebration wine to our hearts' content then!"

Just after Wang Youhong finished saying this, the assemblymen applauded enthusiastically again with joy on their faces. This was Wang Youhong truly expressing that he would undertake the responsibility of cocoon sales.

As soon as the assemblymen left, Wang Youhong immediately sent someone to take a fast boat to Anqing to contact Zhang Yu. Firstly, it was hoping to talk about the cocoon acquisition issue. Secondly, he hoped to be able to discuss next year's sericulture production cooperation with Chen Ke. On the first question, Zhang Yu answered very readily: as long as the quality was passable and the price was low enough, he could acquire the cocoons here.

As for the second question, Zhang Yu also clearly informed him that he could report it for Wang Youhong, but regarding Chairman Chen Ke's attitude towards this matter, that could not be guaranteed.

The envoy went back with a thousand thanks. When Wang Youhong heard these two pieces of news, he finally breathed a sigh of relief. As long as Wang Youhong could effectively control Jiangsu, he didn't mind letting Chen Ke earn a sum from it. If Wang Youhong didn't understand before, now he could completely imagine how many tragedies of the populace would happen during this land annexation. And how brutal the actions of the landlords who controlled the local areas would be in extracting productive forces.

But what did these things have to do with Wang Youhong? Wang Youhong didn't have the slightest psychological burden. Not only did he not have it, he could even already imagine how much benefit these disputes would bring him.
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One of the key points in determining whether long silk threads can be extracted lies in whether the silkworm moth has bitten through the cocoon to emerge. Except for silkworm breeds cultivated on a large scale by the agricultural technology department, the base area would not give these little lives the chance to continue. Each sericulture farm directly boils the silkworms to death while they are still in the pupal stage.

So in September 1910, when the technical personnel of the silk reeling factories in the base area saw baskets of Jiangsu cocoons, their eyes went straight. "This won't do! The cocoons are all bitten through. We won't be able to extract much silk. What can we do with short fibers?"

Zhang Yu had frantically studied silk reeling technical issues before the negotiation, and he firmly supported this seemingly picky action.

The Jiangsu representative felt sick to his stomach hearing this. For thousands of years, everyone had done it this way, but the People's Party was just so troublesome. If it weren't for the fact that they really couldn't find a buyer, he wouldn't be willing to suffer this bird's anger here. Forcing a smile, the Jiangsu representative said: "Gentlemen, the cocoons are all good cocoons. Everyone, please be kind and don't be so picky."

"It's not that we are picking. If the silkworm cocoon hasn't been bitten through, basically one thread can be reeled to the end. How many times do we have to reel the silk from this one cocoon of yours? This is really too much trouble!" The technical staff was very dissatisfied with this. Reeling silk from cocoons is skilled work. Silk is expensive mainly because finding the silk end and reeling it must rely on human labor. Machines can wind the silk, but they cannot proactively find the silk end. This is also why the silk industries in the United States and Europe ultimately abandoned raw silk production. It wasn't that they didn't have enough mulberry trees to raise silkworms, but that the wages for large-scale silk reeling personnel were too high.

Although the wages in the People's Party were not low, by relying on scale and efficiency, and eliminating the layers of exploitation in the middle, they forcibly lowered the costs. Under such a situation, if they processed the Jiangsu silk on a large scale, the costs that had been lowered with great difficulty would immediately skyrocket.

Cost accounting is a magic weapon of the People's Party's economic work, and Zhang Yu paid special attention to this issue in his work. The little bit of tax revenue at the current stage of the People's Party was simply insufficient to support the huge expenditures. The economy in the Southern Anhui region was not bad, but relying solely on the tax revenue of Southern Anhui was simply insufficient to raise funds to the extent of building railways. Not to mention the troubles that would be encountered in building these railways in contact with foreign countries, if it were not for the trade surplus of several large industries, building railways would merely be a fantasy.

The Jiangsu representative naturally could not stand on the People's Party's position. He advised pitifully: "Gentlemen, we have already suppressed the price of these cocoons to the lowest. We are already selling at a loss."

"Selling at a loss?" Zhang Yu felt a wave of disgust when he heard this. He laughed: "Then we can't let you lose money. Moreover, using these cocoons to reel silk, we would also lose money. How about this, you take the cocoons back. You don't have to lose money, and we don't have to lose money. Is that good? Someone come, send them back."

Seeing Zhang Yu's firm attitude, the Jiangsu representative hurriedly changed to an expression of accepting a loss and resigning to fate, "Wait, wait. Lord Zhang, exactly how much are you prepared to pay? Give us a straight answer. We'll accept it."

Zhang Yu said somewhat helplessly: "This isn't a question of how much we pay. Wages have to be paid as soon as work starts. If we produce a pile of products that simply have nowhere to be sold, what are we after? Besides, don't call me Lord or whatever, we address everyone uniformly as Comrade here."

"Oh, Comrade Zhang. What you're saying is different from before." The Jiangsu representative began to muddle things, "At that time you said you would buy our cocoons, how come now you're saying you don't want cocoons where the moth has emerged? Isn't this cheating us?"

Zhang Yu looked at the Jiangsu representative coldly. He slapped a contract in front of the representative. The representative saw Wang Youhong's seal on it, and his heart immediately turned timid. In fact, this representative also had selfish motives. He was entrusted by his peers in the sericulture industry in Jiangsu. He originally thought that a high official like Zhang Yu would certainly not understand sericulture production. He wanted to make Zhang Yu verbally agree to purchase this batch of cocoons. As long as Zhang Yu agreed, the people working under the People's Party naturally wouldn't dare to oppose it. As for how much to purchase, that was just a question of how much money to stuff for the people below. The style of doing things in the official-run enterprises on the Qing side had always been like this.

But the situation before him far exceeded his imagination. First, a few people who were obviously subordinates dared to gesture and criticize in front of Zhang Yu, giving the feeling that they were leading the situation, and Zhang Yu was extremely indulgent towards these subordinates. Could it be that these subordinates had great backgrounds?

Moreover, from the conversation, the Jiangsu representative could clearly hear that Zhang Yu was not clueless about the silk reeling industry. It could even be said that he was quite familiar with it. What merchants hated most was running into this kind of buyer. A big shop bullies customers, a big customer bullies the shop. A high official who knows the trade, doesn't care about face, is very serious about matters, and firmly holds the power to do business—this is the hardest to deal with.

This contract indeed stated clearly that the People's Party only bought cocoons where the moth hadn't emerged. Wang Youhong had also explained clearly to the Jiangsu assemblymen. However, the kickbacks promised by the Jiangsu sericulture peers were really impossible for the Jiangsu representative to refuse. For cocoons where the moth had emerged, three0% for autumn cocoons, 40% for summer cocoons, and as high as 60% for spring cocoons. With thousands of catties of cocoons on this ship, the kickbacks would be at least thousands of silver dollars. Even if only for this money, the Jiangsu representative had to struggle with Zhang Yu to the end.

"Comrade Zhang, you say long threads can't be extracted from these cocoons where moths have emerged. Some can't be extracted, but some can be. You can't generalize. Our price is so low, no matter what, quite a few long threads can be extracted. Anyway you look at it, you can make a lot of profit. Or maybe we don't understand the People's Party's rules, could you give us some guidance?"

Zhang Yu least wanted things to develop to this stage. The silk reeling factory has to boil the cocoons in hot water. After boiling to a certain degree and the silk ends begin to appear, these cocoons are placed in low-temperature water to start reeling. The hotter the water, the better the reeling effect. But the hotter the water, it becomes inevitable that the silk reeling workers will get scalded. To protect the silk reeling workers from being scalded, the People's Party had adjusted quite a few process flows. This had already greatly increased costs. Even just this one link put forward many requirements for the entire production chain. For example, unified silkworm breeds, rearing methods for silkworms, and cocooning times. Including the timeliness of various transportation. This requires a complete arrangement for the entire industrial layout.

To speak slightly exaggeratedly, Zhang Yu didn't need to go out at all. Just by looking at those documents, he could know whether there was anyone at a certain equipment post in a certain silk reeling factory hundreds of miles away on a certain morning or afternoon. Because equipment maintenance was also periodic. Under this situation of large-scale industrial production, the People's Party had spent tremendous effort to clear away the mindset of handicraft workshops. He no longer had the patience to tangle with the Jiangsu profiteers. Not to mention that this profiteer had nakedly sent out a signal for "bribery".

"Business is business. We have a contract, so let's handle it according to the contract. If there's nothing else, let's leave it at this. I'm still busy," Zhang Yu said.

The Jiangsu representative completely misunderstood Zhang Yu's meaning. He thought Zhang Yu would send someone to privately ask him for a bribe later. So he set his mind at ease. When the People's Party urged him to hurry up and transport the cocoons where moths hadn't emerged, this representative didn't take it seriously. However, after three consecutive days without any movement, the representative was dumbfounded. Three days meant that moths would emerge from quite a few cocoons.

Going to find Zhang Yu again, Zhang Yu simply wouldn't see him, only sending someone to tell the Jiangsu representative to handle it according to the contract.

Not soliciting bribes, not accepting bribes, knowing the trade, and acting completely according to the contract—this was the first time the Jiangsu representative had seen such an official. He also harbored the thought of giving it a try and looked for the cadres below. No one paid any attention to him. The attitude of the People's Party cadres was completely consistent: "We don't want cocoons where the moth has emerged."

Only at this point did the Jiangsu representative realize that he had encountered a group of people he had never seen before. The People's Party genuinely wanted to get things done. "Could it be that these factories are opened by the People's Party's own people?" The representative was very puzzled about this. But at this moment, he simply didn't have time to consider so much. The wasted few days had a major impact on the Jiangsu cocoons. Before leaving, this representative had patted his chest and guaranteed that he could definitely sell the cocoons where moths had emerged. He had even accepted gift money from quite a few people. Now that he hadn't accomplished the matter, he had spent quite a bit of the gift money. How was he to explain this after going back?

The gift money could be kept, but his reputation couldn't be salvaged. The Jiangsu representative didn't say that he was blinded by profit, but instead deeply hated Zhang Yu. Hate aside, there had to be an explanation for the matter. Fortunately, before the Jiangsu representative went back, the first batch of cocoons Wang Youhong received in Nanjing had already been transported to Anqing. The People's Party's reaction was extremely rapid. After checking the quality, they immediately transported the cocoons to the factory. Settlement of the account was also straightforward.

Carrying the payment and hatred for the entire People's Party, the Jiangsu representative embarked on the return journey.

Regarding this matter, Zhang Yu wrote a report to the Anhui Provincial Committee, "...We must use advanced production methods to replace backward production methods. Forcibly pushing the progress of social technology seems arrogant, but the results are actually better. Taking Jiangsu as an example, quite a few common people will have their families broken and lives destroyed because they couldn't reel silk smoothly. The base area has no such problems. However, regarding the dissatisfaction among the masses due to lack of understanding, suggest the Provincial Committee pay attention..."

And the Jiangsu representative's embellished evaluation of Wang Youhong didn't make Wang Youhong angry at all. Instead, because the Jiangsu representative's personal intent was too obvious, Wang Youhong actually saw the true process from it. The attitude of the People's Party cadres being loyal to their duties really made Wang Youhong quite envious. However, at this time, pure envy was meaningless. Wang Youhong had to borrow this incident to further achieve his own goals.

Nodding seemingly gently, Wang Youhong said: "You've worked hard. Prepare yourself, report this matter to the assembly tomorrow."

"My Lord? I report to the assembly?" The representative was very surprised.

"That's right. You are the representative selected by our Jiangsu Assembly, considered an Imperial Envoy. If you don't report this matter to the assembly, what is this?" Wang Youhong laughed.

The Jiangsu representative was startled. He absolutely hadn't expected Wang Youhong to actually use this move. But what Wang Youhong said made sense. The assembly sent someone to do a job, the person doing the job always had to report back. With alpaca-llamas stampeding in his heart against Wang Youhong, the Jiangsu representative agreed timidly.

Wang Youhong let the Jiangsu representative go down to prepare, while he himself considered the problem before him. The Jiangsu assembly representatives had all returned to Nanjing. Promoting the "Rural Land Society" was indeed a major event. But relying solely on the efforts of the assemblymen for these matters was useless. Wang Youhong was very clear that the People's Party's land reform relied on natural disasters and the People's Party's powerful military force. Landlords and gentry were simply powerless to resist either of these two. If there wasn't the army in Wang Youhong's hands as a backer, the Southern Jiangsu landlords simply couldn't change the situation in the countryside either.

Now the assembly representatives had all run back to Nanjing, the purpose being to discuss the tax issue. Dealing with civil problems, this bunch of gentry were powerless. Dealing with the government represented by Wang Youhong, this bunch of people were actually quite able to unite as one. Since this bunch of people had this plan, Wang Youhong also felt he might as well have a good round of dealing with the gentry, to see whether it was Wang Youhong who could dominate the situation, or the landlord gentry who could dominate the situation.

The hearing was Wang Youhong's first step. The reason he didn't send his own man to be this representative, but let the assembly provide someone, was not a spur-of-the-moment idea. The report the representative made to the assembly naturally wouldn't tell the truth, and the representative didn't dare to tell the truth. Quite a few assemblymen were burning with anxiety preparing to sell cocoons. If the representative could make the People's Party purchase the cocoons where moths had emerged, that could be said to be a great merit. Now that he hadn't succeeded, the assemblymen who paid bribes might not come out to expose the representative's background, but the other assemblymen who hadn't participated would absolutely not let the representative off.

Wang Youhong knew this clearly in his heart. It wasn't that there weren't Wang Youhong's people inside the assemblymen. Although this bunch of people couldn't be talked of as Wang Youhong's running dogs, they were a batch of people who relatively identified with Wang Youhong. They had already received news from Wang Youhong here. Learning that the representative actually dared to delay for four days for private gain, the assemblymen burned with rage. At the hearing, they got to the bottom of it, questioning why the Jiangsu representative wasted four days in Anqing.

This was a very difficult problem to explain. The Jiangsu representative could only defend himself saying that Zhang Yu tried to solicit a bribe from him, but later this matter wasn't accomplished.

"Soliciting a bribe?" Zhang Yutong had worried about selling cocoons until a few of his hairs turned white, "How come the news I heard is not quite the same?"

At this point, the Jiangsu representative could only resist desperately in a corner, "That Zhang Yu indeed solicited a bribe. I didn't understand the People's Party's rules, so I delayed for a few days."

Zhang Yutong slammed the table fiercely, "Who are you fooling? How come what the two deputy representatives said is completely different?"

After shouting, Zhang Yutong turned to Wang Youhong, "Lord Wang, please bring the two deputy representatives for questioning."

The two deputy representatives naturally wouldn't be willing to carry the black pot themselves. Once inside the assembly, facing Wang Youhong and a group of local prominent figures, these two spilled the beans on the sequence of events like pouring beans from a bamboo tube.

The assemblymen all changed their expressions. Some were because the matter was exposed, their faces turning somewhat pale from fright. Some were because the representative actually dared to delay after taking money, thinking of their own losses these few days, their faces turned pale from anger. Regardless of the representative's intentions, the matter wasn't accomplished, instead making everyone suffer losses in vain. Already some assemblymen couldn't hold back and started cursing loudly.

Seeing the situation had reached such a stage, and hearing quite a few assemblymen angrily demanding Wang Youhong to punish him, the Jiangsu representative looked with pleading eyes at those few assemblymen who had stuffed him with quite a few benefits. Seeing that this matter had already incurred public wrath, those few assemblymen turned their faces away to protect themselves.

Knowing that he was probably doomed, the representative didn't dare to make a sound anymore. He looked at Wang Youhong, only to see Wang Youhong sitting steadily in the chairman's seat with the presence of an old god, not even looking at him once. A thought flashed through the Jiangsu representative's mind, "Officials are all unreliable!" First he was tidied up by Zhang Yu, then skillfully used by Wang Youhong. People holding real power were never any good thing. How did he get possessed and listen to the words of those few assemblymen?

The Jiangsu representative looked at Wang Youhong with pleading eyes. This was his last life-saving straw. If Wang Youhong wasn't willing to save him, the Jiangsu representative feared he would be eaten by the assemblymen before he could get out of the assembly hall door.

This gaze actually had some effect. Wang Youhong finally spoke to those assemblymen shouting for beating and killing, "Everyone quiet down, quiet down."

The assemblymen also had no backbone at this time. After all, this representative was selected by themselves; Wang Youhong hadn't interfered at all. The assemblymen also had no legal reason to punish this bastard. Even if they used underhanded methods to kill this bastard, it would only vent their anger and be of no help at all to the sericulture crisis before them. Hearing Wang Youhong shout like this, the assemblymen also gradually quieted down.

"Gentlemen, this matter involves everyone's interests. The harvest this year is not good, we can only accept it. But if next year's harvest is still like this year, how will everyone's days go on? That's why we had to send someone to negotiate with the People's Party. Looking at it now, the person we sent didn't tell the truth. Let's not shout for beating and killing, just letting him tell the truth will do. What does everyone think?"

The Jiangsu representative was a smart person. Wang Youhong's words were the last chance. If he didn't tell the truth at this time, the subsequent matters simply couldn't be resolved. Not waiting for the assemblymen to question further, the Jiangsu representative simply explained the matter clearly from beginning to end. Upon hearing that the current situation was caused because more than a dozen other assemblymen were involved, the other assemblymen, regardless of whether they knew beforehand or not, all began to denounce it. Some with impatient tempers even started shoving these assemblymen next to them who only cared about themselves.

Looking at the chaotic assembly, Wang Youhong's face was indifferent, but his heart had blossomed with laughter. To subdue this bunch of people, this was the only method. Let them create chaos themselves first. If the assemblymen were completely of one mind, where would there be a foothold for Wang Youhong? At this time, the assemblymen who messed things up were also made angry by the surrounding scolding, accusations, and even shoving. They couldn't hold back from refuting and counterattacking. Once this physical altercation started, the situation began to get out of control.

Wang Youhong seized the opportunity and slammed the gavel fiercely. The loud sound finally deterred the assemblymen.

"Gentlemen, we are engaging in constitutional government, which stresses the legal system. Since such a big thing has happened this time, how it should be handled, I feel everyone shouldn't act on impulse. Let's just set a rule. How to handle it in the future, we just follow the set rule. Everyone is a respectable person, how about doing it this way?"

As soon as Wang Youhong's shout fell, Zhang Yutong already shouted, "Lord Wang, killing these people is useless in this situation now. How exactly to resolve this matter, Lord Wang, you have to come up with a way."

Zhang Yutong had figured it out. Up to now, the only person consistently and unremittingly pushing for the resolution of the problem was Wang Youhong. In all fairness, Zhang Yutong originally wasn't willing to let Wang Youhong control too much power either. But looking at it now, if without Wang Youhong's management, who knew how bad the Jiangsu matters would become.

With someone taking the lead, quite a few assemblymen with similar thoughts also expressed their stance to Wang Youhong, willing to support Wang Youhong in solving these problems.

Wang Youhong didn't decline either, "Gentlemen assemblymen, if you let me personally handle this matter, I will naturally do my best. But I'll say this upfront, whatever the final result is, everyone has to accept it. If everyone doesn't accept it, I won't go negotiate."

The Jiangsu assemblymen certainly didn't accept it in their hearts, but at this point, they no longer had anyone they could trust to be responsible for this matter. Zhang Yutong couldn't help shouting: "Trusted or not trusted, Lord Wang, let's vote!"

These words triggered a tremor in the hearts of the assemblymen. Yes, the assembly reached decisions through voting. The power to decide their own fate was expressed in this ballot. "Vote!" "Vote!" The shouts became more and more numerous, and a consensus was soon reached.

The voting result was that less than seventy percent of the assemblymen agreed to entrust the sericulture industry matters to the team led by Wang Youhong, while the remaining assemblymen cast opposing votes.

Seeing that under such a situation there were still so many assemblymen opposing him, Wang Youhong didn't know whether he should be happy for his success, or feel uneasy that there were still so many people flagrantly opposing him.
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Chapter 71: Changes in Various Provinces (Part 3)

On September 13, 1910, the People's Party negotiation representative Xie Mingxian arrived in Nanjing by boat. He was met by a delegation led by Jiangsu Assemblyman Zhang Yutong. The first and most profound impression the People's Party delegation left on the Jiangsu assemblymen was that they were "too young." There wasn't a single person over forty in the entire delegation. Xie Mingxian, the leader, though steady in manner and refined in speech, looked only about thirty. And he was the oldest of the group. The other representatives were all young men. Coupled with the fact that the People's Party representatives all had their hair cut extremely short, they appeared even younger.

Seeing that no one in the People's Party delegation was carrying luggage for another, and that they surprisingly had no servants attending to them, the Jiangsu delegation was baffled. The few visitors were dressed exactly alike: deep blue military uniforms, soft military caps, and cloth shoes. Standing there together, it was hard to distinguish who was the leader and who were the subordinates.

The People's Party's greetings were also very simple. Xie Mingxian and his group merely briefly introduced the six-member delegation, stating each person's name. They then politely asked for the names of the Jiangsu representatives who had come to welcome them. After that, they said nothing more.

*Are they putting on airs?* The Jiangsu representatives had truly never seen such a style. The average age of the welcoming Jiangsu delegation was over thirty-five, and that was only because the six attendants pulled the average down. With hearts full of displeasure and confusion, the Jiangsu delegation ushered the People's Party representatives into rickshaws and headed towards the Jiangsu Governor's Yamen.

Sharing a rickshaw with Xie Mingxian was Zhang Yutong. Seeing Xie Mingxian carefully observing the scenery on both sides of the road, Zhang Yutong felt a bit smug. Nanjing was an ancient capital, and despite suffering through the calamities of the Taiping Heavenly Kingdom several times, the city still held a lot of grandeur. Although Zhang Yutong was not a Nanjing native, as a host, seeing Xie Mingxian looking at the scenery so seriously made him feel quite proud.

Zhang Yutong couldn't help but ask, "I hear that the areas under People's Party rule are quite prosperous. I wonder what thoughts Mr. Xie has upon seeing Nanjing?"

Xie Mingxian heard the boastfulness in Zhang Yutong's voice. He felt a wave of weariness toward this mentality, but his long career as a Party member had given Xie Mingxian enough capacity for self-reflection. He knew that in his heart, he looked down on these assemblymen. Looking at the other forces in China, the People's Party cadres truly saw no one worth their regard. Jiangsu continued to exist only because the People's Party currently lacked the capacity to deal with them. The People's Party emphasized "seeking truth from facts." As for why the base areas couldn't be expanded further, party organizations at all levels had thoroughly implemented the Party Central Committee's attitude: "We do not have the ability to control these regions!"

By laying out facts and reasoning, the People's Party organizations at all levels had finally acknowledged this reality. With party organization construction and government organization construction still very imperfect, the time for the People's Party to expand its base areas was far from mature.

However, even so, Xie Mingxian knew clearly that he despised Zhang Yutong's status as an assemblyman from the bottom of his heart. Hearing Zhang Yutong's smug words, Xie Mingxian replied with as much politeness as possible, "Each has its own merits."

"How so?" Zhang Yutong asked, eager to join in the fun.

"Land is cheap over our way, so the roads are built relatively wide." As Xie Mingxian spoke, he pointed to the "narrow" Nanjing street that could only accommodate four rickshaws abreast. "In Wuhan, the narrowest street is wider than this. In any county seat where we have started construction, the narrowest street is also wider than this road."

This time it was Zhang Yutong's turn to fall silent. The width of roads signified a city's economic strength. The arrogance in Xie Mingxian's words was obvious. Zhang Yutong naturally didn't know that Chen Ke was a time traveler and held an attitude toward street width and urban planning that this era could not understand. On the issue of urban planning, Chen Ke had explained the characteristics of future cities to responsible persons everywhere. The comrades merely felt that Chairman Chen's vision was perhaps too grand; no one would question or oppose Chen Ke on such matters.

However, Zhang Yutong hadn't come to bicker with Xie Mingxian. Even if this topic couldn't continue, he laughed dryly and continued, "This Nanjing city is still considered lively. If you have time, I can accompany Mr. Xie for a stroll."

Since Zhang Yutong was no longer bragging, Xie Mingxian also replied politely, "That would be much appreciated."

Just as they were speaking, the rickshaw hit a stretch of very poor road. The puller didn't slow down in time, and the carriage jolted violently a few times. "What's the rush? Walk slowly!" Zhang Yutong shouted at the rickshaw puller.

Xie Mingxian's brows couldn't help but furrow. Although he looked down on Zhang Yutong's status as an assemblyman, Xie Mingxian would absolutely not look down on working people. Laborers had too much for everyone to learn from, and it was precisely because of the broad masses in the base areas that the People's Party had everything it did today. This understanding had become a perfectly normal mindset for Party members. Within the base areas, it was advocated that Party cadres not take rickshaws unless it involved transport of goods, illness, female or elderly comrades, or comrades with mobility issues.

If not for the need to "do as the Romans do" upon arriving in Jiangsu territory, Xie Mingxian and the others would have walked everywhere in other parts of the base areas. They were all young men with sound hands and feet; having someone else pull them along made them feel uncomfortable inside.

However, Xie Mingxian couldn't give Zhang Yutong a lecture on ideology. He could only say gently, "Friend, don't rush. Walk slowly."

The puller was used to being yelled at. He also felt that such jolting was inappropriate. Hearing Xie Mingxian speak so gently, he felt quite gratified in his heart. He responded in a muffled voice, "I'll go a bit slower on this stretch. Once the road is better, I'll speed up again. I won't delay your affairs."

"That would be much appreciated," Xie Mingxian smiled.

Zhang Yutong never expected Xie Mingxian to be so polite to a puller. Although he was extremely puzzled, he couldn't say much more. But this style of the People's Party truly left a deep impression on Zhang Yutong.

The group arrived at the Governor's Yamen, and the officials waiting at the gate ushered everyone into the conversation room. Just as everyone took their seats, the main door opened, and Wang Youhong entered the room together with other assembly representatives.

The assembly said they had given Wang Youhong full authority to negotiate, but Wang Youhong wasn't foolish enough to actually do so. Assemblymen participated in the entire negotiation process; reception and meeting minutes were all handed over to the assemblymen. Even for the formal negotiations, Wang Youhong invited assembly representatives to form an advisory group. Wang Youhong suppressed his displeasure and learned how to operate a team from the People's Party's documents. His realization was that precisely because the initiative was in his own hands, he needed to learn to cooperate with others even more. Communication with stakeholders was extremely important. given the status quo where the assemblymen firmly believed Wang Youhong would seek private gain for himself, it was actually more appropriate to be open.

Since he had to overwhelm the assemblymen, letting them know clearly what cards Wang Youhong held was far better than keeping them in the dark about his chips. The two parties in this agreement were the Jiangsu government and the People's Party government. Even if the assemblymen participated throughout, it would only let this bunch of assemblymen know who the People's Party actually trusted.

Everyone wasted no time and went straight to the topic. The agreement Xie Mingxian brought was this: if the Jiangsu side could produce raw silk of the quality specified by the People's Party, then the People's Party and the Jiangsu government could sign a four-year purchase agreement. They would take as much of this raw silk as there was.

This grand gesture immediately frightened the assemblymen. Was there really such a good thing in the world? They couldn't have imagined it.

"Exactly what quality of raw silk is required?" Wang Youhong wasn't bluffed by this outcome at all.

Xie Mingxian took out a few small silk reels. The Jiangsu assemblymen passed them around, looking at the white raw silk wound on the reels, not knowing what it meant. This raw silk quality was indeed good, much better than ordinary native silk. But it wasn't exactly earth-shattering. It was Zhang Yutong, an expert in silk, who saw the trick first. Holding the silk reel and examining it carefully for a good while, Zhang Yutong asked with a slightly trembling voice, "Is this silk... is it all one thread?"

"What?!" The other assemblymen already understood what Zhang Yutong was saying. The best raw silk was called "Nine-Li Silk" or "Seven-Li Silk," referring to a cocoon that could be reeled as a single thread from beginning to end. Such raw silk could be woven into extremely wide fabrics. Although the People's Party's raw silk was slightly coarser than other raw silks, this flaw was nothing compared to the inconceivable length of the filament. One could even say that this characteristic of being slightly coarser actually ensured the raw silk was stronger.

Without waiting for the Jiangsu assemblymen to ask, Xie Mingxian proactively said, "The silk from our base areas is basically all of this quality. If you gentlemen can guarantee this quality, we are willing to discuss purchase cooperation with you."

Such a business-like attitude didn't elicit praise; instead, it made the assemblymen from the Zhejiang sericulture industry burst into anger. "Mr. Xie, are you here to mock us?"

"If we had raw silk of this quality, we could sell it ourselves. Would we need to beg at your door?"

"You are asking the impossible!"

The assemblymen basically all had experience raising silkworms. One look at the raw silk quality and they knew they couldn't meet this standard at present.

The room boiled over with voices. The number of assemblymen wasn't large, but in their anxiety, one person's volume and speed equaled several. Moreover, everyone had tried to speak Mandarin at first, but now various local dialects gushed forth. Wang Youhong couldn't even understand some of it.

Slapping the table, Wang Youhong quieted the local assemblymen. He asked, "If we have this kind of raw silk, will the People's Party be willing to buy it?"

"Yes," Xie Mingxian replied.

"Does the People's Party not want raw silk of other qualities?" Wang Youhong continued to ask.

"That is correct, we do not want it," Xie Mingxian answered, still crisp.

"Then what if we can't produce it?" Wang Youhong went straight to the heart of the matter.

Xie Mingxian hadn't expected Wang Youhong to be so shrewd, and he was momentarily stunned. He had prepared for an arduous negotiation process. Xie Mingxian had even prepared himself to arrive in Nanjing and leave on the same day. But Wang Youhong's cleverness, or perhaps boldness, was truly unexpected.

"We can provide a full set of services from silkworm eggs, rearing technology, and reeling equipment to raw silk purchasing. Jiangsu only needs to pay a certain service fee." Xie Mingxian gave the full content of the negotiation. These were all conditions set by Chen Ke. For this matter, the People's Party Hubei Provincial Committee had argued for a long time. Finally, Chen Ke explained to the high-level officials the economic laws hidden behind this policy that seemingly gave Jiangsu a huge advantage. The comrades' views on this arrangement immediately did a 180-degree turn. Chairman Chen Ke's depth of understanding of economics and the insidiousness of his methods truly opened the eyes of all the cadres.

However, this insidiousness concealed massive economic benefits. Xie Mingxian was actually worried that these fellows in Jiangsu wouldn't understand this at all. Chen Ke had told the comrades clearly: if Jiangsu still clung to "feudal guild" thinking, or couldn't step out of the mindset of the small-peasant economy, then let them die on their own. This was the only chance the People's Party would give.

Things developed just as Xie Mingxian expected. The Jiangsu assemblymen immediately asked, "Then how is the price determined?"

Xie Mingxian replied, "Pricing can follow two models. First, purchase at a fixed price. Second, purchase with a commission commission. Regardless of the price agreed upon, a ten percent commission must be paid to us."

"You are practically robbing us!" a Jiangsu assemblyman immediately retorted.

"Ha," Xie Mingxian was amused. "Gentlemen, if we engage in raw silk production ourselves, we can guarantee the quality of the raw silk we produce. If we buy your raw silk, we have to spend manpower to inspect it. How much wrangling will be involved in that? do you think we in the People's Party want to go to that trouble? We also have to answer to our customers. If there are quality issues, will the customers buy our raw silk next time?"

The Jiangsu assemblymen naturally wouldn't buy this argument. It was clearly the People's Party that had battered the Jiangsu raw silk trade to the point of collapse, yet this sounded as if the People's Party was bestowing a massive favor on Jiangsu.

Before the Jiangsu assemblymen could rise to refute, Xie Mingxian continued, "I said it: we will buy your raw silk without limit. We also face operational risks. If we buy it and can't sell it, and this raw silk is left in our hands, we will lose a lot of money. Everyone in the sericulture industry knows there is this risk. We are taking on this risk; do you think we are asking for too much?"

The logic Xie Mingxian spoke was complete, but the crux of the matter now lay in the conflict of stance between the People's Party and the Jiangsu side. The Jiangsu assemblymen and gentry held a "victim" mentality. Naturally, they couldn't accept the People's Party's dominance. Xie Mingxian was very clear on this. It was truly a case of "the victor can be magnanimous." As the stronger side, the People's Party crushed other regions with its system and structure. In a situation of total superiority, Xie Mingxian was in no hurry.

The Jiangsu gentry, however, firmly demanded control. This clearly wasn't a cooperative attitude. Xie Mingxian glanced at Wang Youhong. "Governor Wang, perhaps we should stop here. I was ordered to come merely to propose such a plan. If you gentlemen cannot accept it, I will return. How long until you can give me an answer?"

"This matter involves a great deal. I must trouble Mr. Xie to stay a few more days. We must at least come up with a charter for discussion," Wang Youhong replied.

"How long will that take?" Xie Mingxian didn't want to stay here indefinitely.

"Within three days, we will inform Mr. Xie how long it will take to reach a result," Wang Youhong answered very readily.

As soon as Xie Mingxian left, Wang Youhong immediately faced a storm of inquiries from the assemblymen. After listening to this pile of opinions, Wang Youhong asked, "Gentlemen, tell me, what is your highest hope?"

"Highest expectation?" The assemblymen were very puzzled.

"Highest expectation means, what is the best possible degree you hope to negotiate this deal to? For example, do we make the People's Party give up their sales channels for us to manage? Or hand over the silkworm eggs for us to handle? Or do we set the price at which the People's Party buys our raw silk?" As Wang Youhong explained what a highest expectation was, his words were laced with sarcasm and mockery.

The content of this mockery was actually what the gentry truly hoped for. It was also what many had stopped short of saying directly during the negotiation just now, but had hinted at explicitly and implicitly. However, having been elected as assemblymen, they still had that bit of self-knowledge. The People's Party coming to negotiate instead of bringing soldiers to kill their way over was already a very peaceful approach. Turning from guest to host—that was simply impossible.

The reason the assemblymen dared to be so arrogant just now was that they were facing only Xie Mingxian and two other negotiation representatives. They had the advantage in numbers, and being on Jiangsu home turf, they felt a psychological superiority. Now that Xie Mingxian was gone and Wang Youhong had laid things bare, the assemblymen felt that their words just now had indeed been a bit excessive.

Zhang Yutong hurriedly asked, "Lord Wang, what are your thoughts?"

"I don't understand silk. Is the People's Party's raw silk really that good?" Wang Youhong asked.

This question dampened the spirits of the gentry, who had already been struck a blow, even further. The assemblymen looked at the raw silk samples before them. They very much wanted to say that this raw silk was used by the People's Party to bluff the Jiangsu gentry. But they were all knowledgeable people. Sericulture production is a very bulk affair. Cocoons are calculated by the "cloth" unit because people let silk moths lay eggs on cloth; one cloth holds several hundred silkworm eggs. The quality of each batch of silkworm eggs is identical. This proved that the People's Party had really obtained good silkworm breeds.

"This raw silk is indeed good. We can't compare right now," Zhang Yutong replied.

Wang Youhong said calmly, "Gentlemen, we in Southern Jiangsu have always valued sericulture. Sericulture in Anhui was originally negligible. Comparing experience in planting mulberries and raising silkworms, the People's Party couldn't catch up to us even if they whipped their horses. That's true, isn't it?"

The assemblymen expressed their agreement one after another. They actually didn't possess the grand strategy to solve the People's Party militarily; everyone simply lacked the psychological capacity to accept that the Jiangsu sericulture industry had been thoroughly crushed by the People's Party.

Wang Youhong continued, "Everyone has gone to investigate Anhui, and much of the news was told to me by you gentlemen. In Anhui, planting mulberries, raising silkworms, and reeling silk is a chain organized by the local government. The common people who participate only need to do the work. They don't need to be responsible for their own profits and losses. Therefore, the People's Party can unify the silkworm breeds, unify the purchasing, and unify the silk reeling. I have thought about it over and over, and the People's Party is only better than us on this one point."

Hearing Wang Youhong's words, the assemblymen already understood his meaning. As the highest official in Jiangsu right now, Wang Youhong wanted to intervene in the sericulture industry. He wanted to imitate the People's Party's model to build a brand-new production system. Many gentry had vaguely guessed Wang Youhong's intention before this negotiation. It was precisely because they didn't want the government controlled by Wang Youhong to meddle in this matter that they had tried every means to salvage the situation. Now, although they couldn't refute Wang Youhong's words, many assemblymen still used silence to express their attitude.

"I know you gentlemen are afraid that once the government intervenes in this business, it will take away everyone's profits. But look at the People's Party's actions; the result is obviously not like that. I have a humble opinion; I wonder if you gentlemen are willing to listen," Wang Youhong said.

"Please instruct us, My Lord." The assemblymen didn't dare not let Wang Youhong speak.

"It comes down to means of production, labor power, and profit." Wang Youhong took a piece of paper and wrote these words down.

Using more than an hour of explanation, the assemblymen understood a little bit about exactly how capitalism exploited. During the explanation process, the assemblymen who understood first had already become excited. Seeing their agitated appearance of "having heard the Dao in the morning, one can die content in the evening," Wang Youhong smiled bitterly in his heart. When he saw the article "Brief Introduction to Marx's Theory of Surplus Value" written by Chen Ke, Wang Youhong had completely submitted to Chen Ke and this expert named Ma.

Especially that sentence, "The transformation from commodity to money is a thrilling leap." Wang Youhong had even slapped the table and shouted in acclaim! Many things that had once troubled him were completely unraveled in that instant.

Although it wasn't yet clear exactly what joint Chen Ke had opened up, Wang Youhong could be certain that Chen Ke's People's Party had undoubtedly found the method to easily step over this "thrilling leap" in the sericulture industry. Meanwhile, the landlords of Southern Jiangsu were being squeezed by the booming People's Party until they were lingering at death's door. After hearing the suggestion proposed by Xie Mingxian that the People's Party could provide Jiangsu with the entire production and sales chain, whether to agree or not was no longer a question for Wang Youhong. Wang Youhong's only worry was how to ensure this cooperative relationship could be honored and maintained.

Therefore, none of the Jiangsu assemblymen noticed the "four-year cooperation agreement" proposed by Xie Mingxian, but Wang Youhong couldn't help but notice this key issue of time. If an agreement couldn't be reached, the Jiangsu sericulture industry was at a dead end. Even if an agreement could be reached, the Jiangsu sericulture industry four years later would still very likely be at a dead end.

Watching the assemblymen exclaim in admiration over the "Surplus Value" theory, and seeing the self-righteously clever assemblymen explaining to those who hadn't fully understood yet how generous profits could be obtained by exploiting labor power, Wang Youhong felt a sense of sorrow in his heart.

When Chen Ke, this young man, had already put his theories into practice, this group of useless assemblymen hadn't even understood the principle yet. If, in the future, Chen Ke led the People's Party he had personally educated—with an average age of less than thirty—to attack Jiangsu, would Wang Youhong and this group of assemblymen with an average age of over forty have the ability to resist? The result of resistance would likely be that not even dregs would remain, right?

Thinking of this, Wang Youhong suddenly understood one thing: why Chen Ke was never stingy about imparting his knowledge to People's Party members. Even if he couldn't be emperor himself, while Chen Ke was alive, he could traverse the world unhindered and establish unparalleled achievements.

But Wang Youhong's subordinates were all such a bunch of country bumpkins and fools. No matter how Wang Youhong tried to build a Jiangsu Kingdom belonging to himself, it would be in vain.

"Chen Ke, Grandpa I is sticking to you now. Whatever you say, I'll follow. Grandpa I is going to see just what you can do!" A tragic resolve flashed through Wang Youhong's heart.
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"It is also a very difficult thing for feudal landlords to transform into capitalists." When Xie Mingxian discussed this matter with his comrades, he actually felt a sense of helplessness.

The People's Party delegation was under close surveillance by Wang Youhong at their residence in Nanjing, but the People's Party representatives simply did not care. In accordance with the improved institutional regulations, the Party group had an obligation to conduct organizational life, hold meetings, and discuss and analyze the current situation. Although they knew the situation was not absolutely safe, as long as they were not dead, Party members had an obligation to contribute to the improvement of the Party organization.

Xie Mingxian did not know if this counted as a dauntless spirit in the face of danger, but if they did not hold a Party meeting and analyze the current situation clearly, he would instead feel a strong sense of unease. To "die understanding clearly what happened"—this was a mindset of the People's Party members.

"The production models are different, and specifically, whether there is a clear purpose—this is the biggest difference," Xie Mingxian offered his own view.

"That's not necessarily true. I think the biggest problem in Jiangsu is that the ruling class lacks self-awareness. They feel their position as rulers is ordained by heaven and earth, and they haven't truly understood where the root of their rule lies. On this point, our People's Party has understood it thoroughly," Lin Mengchu said in his awkward Guangdong-accented Mandarin.

"The ruling class must be self-aware. If they want to promote social development but adopt a 'treat the head when the head aches, treat the foot when the foot hurts' attitude, they will certainly be abandoned by the times."

"Well said!"

Lin Mengchu's point received unanimous approval from the Party group members. The ruling class of Jiangsu had absolutely no concept of a modern state system, which was completely different from a political party like the People's Party that emphasized class position and social systems.

"I also only realized this after coming here and listening to these guys talk. These people simply have feelings about what has happened, and then these feelings give birth to their actions. As for what contradictions caused these manifestations, how these contradictions were produced, and what the causes and effects are—these people are truly 'confused by being in the game'!" Encouraged by his comrades' appreciation, Lin Mengchu became even more excited.

"There probably aren't many people in China right now who can understand these contradictions, right? These people completely lack social concepts. They can't see clearly now, and they won't see clearly in the future. Falling behind the times leads to just this one outcome."

"Haha..." The group of young people all laughed. Although the People's Party cadres were all very young, the rapid changes in society and the tight rhythm under the People's Party's industrial system could only be felt by these youths who personally participated in social labor. In terms of what they had seen and experienced, the older Jiangsu gentry were far inferior.

While the People's Party had already cast its vision globally, the Jiangsu gentry group and Wang Youhong had not yet understood what they were facing—just what kind of efficiency and depth the industrial mass production in the base area was sustaining in its development. As observers, the People's Party comrades could not help but feel a sense of absurdity.

Feeling this strong sense of absurdity, Xie Mingxian said, "I'll make a self-criticism today. When I saw Zhang Yutong, I still looked down on him in my heart. But Zhang Yutong was the first to see that our silk is a single thread. I think this person has actually done work. If it were me, I wouldn't have thought of that. I feel this mindset is harmful and not seeking truth from facts. Low-level tastes are really hard to eliminate."

Lin Mengchu laughed. "I had this thought today too. Looking down on that group of assemblymen, feeling they were just too useless. Hearing Comrade Xie Mingxian put it like that, I also feel I failed to seek truth from facts. But let me say this upfront, finding an excuse for myself: if one truly eliminated low-level tastes, they would be someone like Chairman Chen. And Chairman Chen also admits that he himself can't eliminate low-level tastes no matter what. The dark side of human nature is hard to overcome. I feel I can't resolve the desire to show off. This must be because I haven't done enough work. When I was doing grassroots work, the pressure was high, and I actually didn't have these thoughts. As soon as I stopped doing grassroots work, these competitive thoughts and such all came out."

All six young comrades admitted they had this problem; wanting to mock others was instinct. They could see others' faults at a glance, but turned a blind eye to their own errors.

After laughing for a while, Zhang Yudong was the first to regain his cool. "Chairman Chen says this is because we do too little work, lack confidence in ourselves, and don't know fear. I've been a soldier. Looking back now, there was no such thing on the battlefield. Would you laugh at others on the battlefield? You'd be scared enough to wet your pants yourself. When ordered to charge, you couldn't charge up. Knowing clearly that rushing out of the trench meant the enemy's bullets would come like splashing water, nowhere was safe. At that time, I always had to get rid of the fear of death first, then get rid of the imagined battlefield appearance, and focus on the matter of fighting. The terrain, the enemy's deployment, and the usual training. In every post-battle summary meeting, we found that the more we focused attention on these realistic matters, the safer we were. And the greater the battle results. I thought it was bitter back then, but now I think working in the localities is not as simple and relaxing as working in the army. At least in the army, it's always those few same things. In local work, there are too many things. And every time is different. As soon as I see something new, I'm easily confused."

"Well said, me too." Lin Mengchu wanted to laugh, but couldn't find the feeling. "Then how do you think this should be solved?"

Zhang Yudong also spoke seriously, "I think we still need to cultivate professional negotiation teams. Right now, negotiations are either handled by Chairman Chen personally, or it's a forced marriage—finding a few comrades who are relatively familiar with the situation to step up. It's unprofessional. This has to be like fighting a war; there need to be people who specialize in this year in and year out. Let me be a guard, sure; let me participate in negotiations, I really can't do it."

Xie Mingxian replied, "Specialized teams can be formed, but the Party group exists to discuss. This is democratic centralism. You offer suggestions in your professional field, but you also have to listen to the comrades' views. If a professional team can't even convince themselves, they won't be any good negotiating out there."

The comrades of the Party group strongly agreed with this serious attitude. Zhang Yudong remembered something and said angrily, "The key is still an attitude problem. Even with defined roles, it's useless if the attitude is wrong. In the old base area, I saw some people starting to just go through the motions. Meteorological work—they were just asked to copy data. It was fine on sunny days, but as soon as it was windy or rainy, look at how big their complaints were. Going out, they'd kick dogs or chase chickens. Anyway, they didn't know what they were doing anymore. Their heads were full of thoughts about promotion, and they did their work perfunctorily. In the end, they faked the data for me. We draw curves; we could see it at a glance. After the meeting, I fired six people in a row. Basically wiped out half the Meteorological Bureau."

"How was it solved later?" The comrades were interested.

"What else could be done? Education!" Zhang Yudong was very proud of his choice. "I gathered all the county's military reclamation farms, state farms, state forest farms, animal husbandry units, and private spontaneous production teams. We conducted propaganda and education, with the agricultural department cooperating, explaining thoroughly the significance of soil temperature and climate changes. Everyone works in agriculture and cares about this, so we finally managed to share the climate measurement workload. Also, the local garrison was assigned tasks. Our army is still better managed; the weather soldiers are just more dedicated than that bunch at the Meteorological Bureau. The data was finally recorded solidly. That bunch at the Meteorological Bureau still didn't learn their lesson; they didn't realize their work was just that boring and repetitive, and still wanted to dictate to other units. I took one look and said, screw it, all of you get out. I cut the Meteorological Bureau and changed it to the Climate Summary Service Center, placing it under the Ministry of Agriculture. I got some fresh graduates who just drew charts. After the data accumulated, the geological department got interested too. Saying something about heat conduction potentially having research significance for geological distribution. It was hot for a while. Later, I went to the Party School for further studies and stayed in Hubei. I don't know exactly what happened after that."

After listening to Zhang Yudong recount his experience, many comrades felt their thinking suddenly open up. Xie Mingxian praised, "Science definitely must serve production. How to combine the two is of great significance."

Lin Mengchu also praised, "No wonder Chairman Chen favors you."

Most of the People's Party's excellent cadres had their own ideas on grassroots work, but daring to drastically adjust organizational structure and working methods like Zhang Yudong really required immense courage. And it was only logical that Zhang Yudong would be promoted by Chen Ke.

Zhang Yudong shook his head, however. "It's not that Chairman Chen favors me. Chairman Chen has always required activating grassroots Party organizations, letting grassroots Party organizations arrange work according to the actual situation. In the plains, my method can be used, but in the mountains—that's where wind and rain are brewed, it's very critical. But there are few places to farm or run forest farms, so we have to rely on establishing a specialized Meteorological Bureau. Mountain folk are practical. I heard from comrades in the mountain meteorological department that mountain masses are hard to haggle with, but as long as an agreement is reached, for that money, they really will work for you honestly. It's quite reassuring. Putting a few more measurement points and providing a few more job opportunities—the cost doesn't actually matter. Every place is different."

"Grassroots Party organizations and the government really are the key." Everyone was deeply convinced by Zhang Yudong's judgment.

Zhang Yudong felt he couldn't help but start bragging. Because he didn't want to do another self-criticism, he changed the topic. "Let's not talk about this. Does everyone think Wang Youhong is quite interesting? I see he has a bit of an attitude of wanting to learn from our industrial mass production, doesn't he?"

"He has his eyes on the money we earn; he's just drawing a tiger using a cat as a model. Wang Youhong has no choice, it's not that he's genuinely interested in our model. What does everyone else think?" Lin Mengchu said.

As the head of the negotiation delegation, Xie Mingxian had a deeper understanding of economics and did not support Lin Mengchu's dismissive view of Wang Youhong. "If Wang Youhong wants to imitate us, he will inevitably have to touch upon the land issue. For Wang Youhong, being able to control the land is a very necessary method to stabilize his rule. He has this need and idea. Our base area's land reform goal is clear: the means of production must adapt to the social system. Even so, we have to cooperate with the timing of heaven; where there is a disaster, we rely on disaster relief to unite the local masses and promote land reform. What does Wang Youhong have? First, no organization; second, no political program; third, no production model that fully utilizes land reform. Even if he forces it through, what's the significance? That this land ownership model has existed for thousands of years has its reasons. It can't be explained just by pushing the responsibility onto landlords."

"Then what will Wang Youhong do?" Lin Mengchu could accept Xie Mingxian's explanation but couldn't form a reasonable expectation for the future.

"Our land reform is also driven by economic interests; land reform is not simply dividing land. There is a whole set of production systems adapted to it to ensure more effective use of land as a means of production. Dividing the land doesn't equate to increasing yields. The masses only obtained the dividends of the revolution through a whole set of political and economic measures. If Wang Youhong wants to move the land, he also must have dividends to take. As I see it, Wang Youhong will definitely agree to our agreement. But in the initial stage, he can only cooperate with a portion of the gentry who are willing to cooperate with him. Furthermore, Wang Youhong's goal isn't land reform, but to determine his personal rule over Jiangsu. In this kind of game, I don't understand what plays they have in officialdom and among the gentry." Xie Mingxian frankly admitted his inadequacy.

This statement made a lot of sense, and the young comrades couldn't come up with a more reasonable deduction. Zhang Yudong suddenly asked, "Does everyone think Chairman Chen understands how this local game in Jiangsu will be specifically implemented?"

The six comrades looked at each other. Lin Mengchu hesitated and said, "I'm afraid Chairman Chen doesn't understand." Having said this, Lin Mengchu felt he hadn't correctly expressed his meaning, and hurriedly waved his hand. "No, no, it's that our understanding of Jiangsu is still not enough. We can't grasp the current contradictions in Jiangsu. How about we also go and contact and visit more Jiangsu assemblymen these next few days to collect intelligence properly?"

After speaking, Lin Mengchu looked at the surrounding comrades and saw that everyone looked like they felt the same way. Actually, the comrades had been ordered to come on short notice, and Chen Ke really didn't treat the changes in Jiangsu as a big deal. This could be considered training the team, allowing excellent comrades to gain various experiences. Seeing the status quo of Jiangsu with their own eyes, the comrades also found the specific content of their work. The people of the negotiation group began to discuss the specific steps of execution.

There were people eavesdropping outside the room. Several pitiful guys held their breath, hoping to hear some useful content. But these People's Party members didn't speak very loudly, their accents were very mixed, and the vocabulary they used was unheard of. As for the content of the talk, it was completely beyond these people's scope of understanding. They listened for a long time, writing quite a few things on white paper, but they themselves couldn't organize it into meaningful data. It wasn't until they couldn't hear what the People's Party was saying at all that these pitiful guys discovered that their hard work for a good half of the day had been completely in vain.

The gentry of Nanjing City simply never imagined that the People's Party would actually undertake such a large-scale visitation campaign. As long as it was a local assemblyman, the People's Party went to meet them. What the People's Party intelligence agencies aggregated was all normal life information, from commodity prices to population flow, and then to various factions. However, the attitude of these assemblymen toward the People's Party was not easy to determine, and the commercial delegation happened to fill this gap. Some assemblymen refused to see them, while others engaged with the People's Party representatives holding various doubts.

That attitude, revealing wariness and worry in every word, really amused the young People's Party members. The Party members were not afraid of the situation in the base area leaking. Chen Ke had long said, "After land reform is implemented, we are the public enemy of the whole country. This has nothing to do with personal likes or dislikes, but is a question of class position. The only difference is whether the landlords and gentry in other regions have the self-awareness of a ruling class."

Undoubtedly, in the feelings of the Jiangsu landlords and gentry toward the People's Party, fear outweighed personal likes or dislikes. Many people beat around the bush asking what exactly the People's Party's view on Southern Jiangsu was. Hearing these young people's reply that they "have no plan to attack Southern Jiangsu," whether they believed it or not, there was a sense of relief in their expressions.

To the questions raised by the People's Party delegation, these people answered "I don't know" to everything, as if they had discussed it beforehand.

Refusing to talk deeply was also an attitude, and the People's Party didn't mind being rejected. The group visited people while walking around Nanjing City, which was quite relaxing. By the morning of the third day, all the visitable assemblymen had been visited. The group had nothing else to do, so completely ignoring the guys tailing them, they banded together to tour Nanjing City. Discussing potential military offensive operations while strolling down the street was also quite an interesting thing.

Walking for a long time always leads to encountering something new. When passing a main street, they suddenly saw a brothel in an uproar. Booming noises mixed with women's screams; it seemed a fight had broken out inside. As they stopped to watch, they saw a dozen or so soldiers wearing New Army uniforms holding military batons, dragging seven or eight guys wearing River Defense Battalion uniforms out of the brothel.

Those River Defense Battalion soldiers were black and blue, appearing to have been beaten quite badly. The delegation was really seeing an internal conflict among the enemy for the first time and immediately became interested.

Currently, Wang Youhong's main forces were divided into two parts. One part was the former Jiangnan New Army Ninth Division, which had fought the People's Party. In the Wuhu Campaign, a part of the Ninth Division stationed in Wuhu was completely annihilated by the Southern Anhui troops. The Ninth Division Commander Xu Shaozhen was tough; after being surrounded, he refused to surrender. Zhang Yu was a straightforward person: if they surrendered, they were treated as captives; if they didn't, they were treated as enemies. Xu Shaozhen was shot to death in a chaotic fusillade. According to intelligence, Wang Youhong had thoroughly controlled the remaining troops of the Ninth Division since then.

The other part was the River Defense Battalion that Wang Youhong had previously established. It was said that the two sides added up to a claimed forty thousand. In the People's Party's investigation results, Wang Youhong had counted the tax police into the army as well. Even adding the tax police, his real troops were no more than thirty thousand. The troops capable of lining up for battle were only twenty thousand. As for troops that could be pulled out for field operations, it was estimated to be less than ten thousand.

Stationed in Nanjing City were all Wang Youhong's main forces. There was a relatively large difference between the uniforms of the New Army and the River Defense Battalion troops.

"Hey, these New Army people are wearing patrol armbands?" Zhang Yudong had his own sensitivity to military attire. He quickly spotted the key point.

"Is it the New Army maintaining military order? Quite interesting. I thought Wang Youhong would assign the River Defense Battalion a higher status." Xie Mingxian also found it very interesting.

Just as they were speaking, a young officer, less than twenty years old, wearing a saber, strode out of the brothel. His skin was fair, looking more like a scholar than a soldier. His woolen uniform was crisp, and his leather boots and scabbard were polished snow-bright. Compared to the People's Party's cotton clothes, he really had a great military style.

"According to military discipline, you should each receive twenty military baton strikes. For leaving without permission during the day, you should receive ten strikes. Will you honestly go back to the barracks to receive punishment, or just take the beating here?" The young officer's voice was obviously that of a teenager, but the grim content and tone were completely inconsistent with his age.

"Yu Chen, we don't fall under your command. On what grounds are you beating us?" The River Defense Battalion soldiers seemed very unconvinced. Although they knew they couldn't beat the other side, they stretched their necks and shouted.

"We of the Patrol Battalion are responsible for military discipline. Whether it's the River Defense Battalion or the New Army, you all fall under our command. Moreover, I've seen you. A few days ago, I caught you leaving without permission during the day to come to this brothel. Last time I let you go back to take the baton strikes; looks like you healed up pretty fast." The young man named Yu Chen sneered.

"You dare hit us! Our commander won't be finished with you," the River Defense Battalion soldier threatened.

Yu Chen sneered, "Oh! I'd actually like to see just how he won't be finished. Execute military law now!"

The New Army patrols said no more. Two men took down one, and others swung their military batons to beat them. Other River Defense Battalion soldiers wanted to resist but were completely no match for the patrols. Under the heavy blows of the military batons, they were beaten to the ground in an instant.

"This military discipline is quite strict," Lin Mengchu laughed.

The words had just fallen when that Yu Chen turned his head, his sharp gaze staring straight over. It was a gaze full of heroic spirit, filled with drive and abundant energy. Some onlookers standing near the People's Party delegation couldn't help but take a step back when swept by this gaze. The members of the People's Party delegation were quite immune to this kind of gaze. In the troops, there were plenty of cadres and soldiers with this kind of energy. Those soldiers who had fought with real swords and guns not only had this sharpness but also had a killing aura on the battlefield.

The People's Party delegation watched everything happening before them as if nothing was amiss. That Wang Youhong had this kind of youth under his command, and that this youth could undertake the duty of patrol—it really was quite interesting.

Yu Chen frowned but didn't come over to pester them, merely turning back to continue watching the execution of military law. Laughter had already risen among the surrounding onlookers. The laughter, mixed with the screams of the River Defense Battalion soldiers, amused the public even more.

The People's Party delegation, on the contrary, felt somewhat bored. They left the crowd and continued shopping. Not having walked too far, they saw Assemblyman Zhang Yutong rushing over in a hurry. Stopping in front of the group, Zhang Yutong said breathlessly, "Gentlemen, we have discussed and reached a result. Please come over to negotiate."
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In all fairness, the sericulture cooperation agreement between the Jiangsu government and the People's Party could be considered the second truly meaningful modern agricultural technology cooperation agreement in China. The first was the agreement between the Beiyang government and the United States to introduce American long-staple cotton. Large-scale planting of American long-staple cotton in Hebei and Shandong, with the cotton being sold to textile mills in Tianjin and Qingdao, was a genuine achievement of the Beiyang administration.

For the sericulture cooperation, Wang Youhong designated three counties near Nanjing as pilot zones. In these three counties, it was mandatory to purchase silkworm eggs exclusively from the People's Party and use the rearing methods provided by them. Jiangsu also had to fund the purchase of silk reeling equipment produced by the People's Party. For the next four years, Jiangsu was restricted to buying silk reeling equipment only from the People's Party. In return, the People's Party guaranteed that the price of their equipment would not be higher than that of other merchants. regarding procurement, the People's Party would purchase raw silk at a fixed price, negotiated seasonally.

Regarding payment, the costs for silkworm eggs, technology, and silk reeling equipment would be deducted directly from the proceeds after the delivery of spring cocoons in the spring of 1911. The Jiangsu side, in the name of the government, applied for a low-interest loan with an annual interest rate of 5% from the People's Party's commercial bank. This was used to purchase the People's Party's technical services and equipment.

The risk of default fell on the government. Although the gentry still felt uneasy, at least they didn't have to pay extra money upfront, and the interest rate on this loan from the People's Party was indeed low enough. For the sericulture industry, a monthly interest rate of 2.5% was considered a conscientious price. That is to say, one had to pay 2.5% interest every month. Unless a familiar person acted as a guarantor, no one would be willing to lend money to you for nothing. The People's Party's annual interest rate was only 5%, which was no different from borrowing for free.

However, the People's Party's style was quite unique. They required Jiangsu to produce a schedule. Calculated by the day, the Jiangsu side had to list in detail what stage matters must proceed to. Wang Youhong agreed to this, and he requested the People's Party to send a set of silk reeling equipment as soon as possible.

The gentry were very supportive of this. Once the People's Party's silk reeling equipment arrived, Jiangsu could immediately process this year's cocoons. Since these were currently free of charge, regardless of whether it was short silk or long silk, it could be sold at a low price immediately after reeling. This could at least recoup some of last year's economic losses.

After the agreement was reached, the People's Party representatives immediately set off back to Wuhan. Wang Youhong then summoned the assembly members for a meeting. This contract was not harsh, especially in terms of money. Jiangsu could even be said to have gained quite a bit. If the People's Party's silk reeling equipment could be delivered, Jiangsu could even be said to have made a profit. Just thinking about using it for free for a year before paying, the Jiangsu assembly members were filled with excitement. The assembly members clamored that once this silk reeling factory started operations, it should prioritize processing their own families' cocoons.

Amidst the contention, the gentry of the three pilot counties designated by Wang Youhong were somewhat uneasy. These three counties were right next to Nanjing. Wang Youhong insisted on forcing them to implement the "Rural Land Society". Everyone couldn't see what future benefits this new model would have. The immediate issue was that Wang Youhong insisted on determining the land area. After determining the land, it would be determining the tax amount. Given the extortionate taxation at the end of the Qing Dynasty, this was equivalent to putting a noose around the necks of the gentry and common people in these three counties. If Wang Youhong just used a little force, these people would roll their eyes and die. But at this point, the gentry in other regions were all waiting to recoup their losses after the agreement was reached, so they were "unable to help" the gentry of these three counties.

"Gentlemen, let me say this upfront. The Jiangsu government is absolutely not the People's Party; we definitely do not want everyone's land. However, the People's Party is most adept at making a move when others are in trouble. I assume everyone has heard quite a bit of news from Anhui, Hubei, and Northern Jiangsu. If our Southern Jiangsu falls into chaos itself, and the People's Party takes advantage of the void to enter, do you gentlemen think everyone's land can be preserved then? If we in Jiangsu cannot cooperate sincerely, not to mention the People's Party, even the New Army's 3rd Division under Commander Duan in neighboring Zhejiang, is that easy to deal with?" Wang Youhong did not offer inducements, only threats.

Hearing these words, the Jiangsu gentry, who were originally excited or uneasy, all shivered. The People's Party naturally didn't need mentioning, but Duan Qirui of the Beiyang New Army's 3rd Division stationed in Zhejiang had made quite a name for himself for "extortionate taxation" in Zhejiang over the past year or so. The People's Party was the enemy of the Jiangsu gentry, but the Beiyang clique was definitely not their friend either. With a wolf in front and a tiger behind, the only one they could rely on was this Governor Wang Youhong who dared to negotiate with the People's Party. No matter what, Jiangsu still had Governor Wang Youhong's army and Governor Wang Youhong who was willing to seek benefits for the Jiangsu gentry. If someone else were to rule Jiangsu, heaven knows what state the gentry would fall into.

Thinking of this, the Jiangsu gentry finally braced themselves and began to discuss the issue of the "Rural Land Society" with Wang Youhong.

"Achoo!" Duan Qirui sneezed. Rubbing his nose, Commander Duan picked up the Hangzhou Longjing tea and took a sip. Commander Duan didn't really believe in telepathy, so even if he knew that the Jiangsu gentry were badmouthing him under the leadership of Jiangsu Governor Wang Youhong, he wouldn't connect these bad words with this sneeze. Compared to the Jiangsu gentry, the total amount of bad things the Zhejiang gentry said about Duan Qirui behind his back was probably a hundred times more than in Jiangsu.

Since attacking and entering Zhejiang in 1909, the New Army's 3rd Division had quickly recovered its vitality relying on tax revenue. However, geographically, the 3rd Division could be said to be isolated outside the Beiyang sphere of influence. To return to the northern territories, the land route required passing through Jiangsu and the "Huaihai Province" newly established by the People's Party. Neither of these was easy to deal with. Especially since Duan Qirui had once been stationed in Xuzhou, the current provincial capital of Huaihai Province, he knew that to pass through Xuzhou, he would have to engage in field warfare with the People's Party. When the People's Party's strength was "weak", the 3rd Division could be completely wiped out. Now that the People's Party's wings were fully grown, the 3rd Division attacking would just be delivering meat to their doorstep.

The sea route was passable. The fleet commanded by Sa Zhenbing, the Minister of the Navy of the Beiyang government, patrolled between Tianjin and Zhejiang. The People's Party currently only had Lianyungang as a port, and they didn't have any ocean-going fleet. This was the only military force Beiyang currently had that could suppress the People's Party.

Duan Qirui had originally thought that after seizing Zhejiang, he could strengthen the 3rd Division's military power and threaten southeast Anhui. But the changes in the situation were truly dumbfounding. The People's Party, which originally seemed to be in a life-or-death struggle with Beiyang, actually reached an agreement with Lord Yuan. The two sides actually took the Manchu imperial clan as a common enemy and formed a new alliance. Duan Qirui's mission actually turned into controlling Jiangsu and Zhejiang, and then plotting for Shanghai. Shanghai was currently the largest source of customs revenue. Controlling Shanghai, which Beiyang's Yuan Shikai had never been able to fully intervene in, would give Beiyang the most stable source of wealth.

However, the British in Shanghai were quite tricky. Since the Qing Dynasty had already substantially collapsed, and Duan Qirui had obtained the official title of Governor of Zhejiang and subsequently began to encroach on Shanghai, the British side privately negotiated with other countries and reached an agreement: "Before the end of the Chinese Civil War, customs revenue will temporarily not be paid to the Beiyang Cabinet Government."

After Duan Qirui had controlled Shanghai to a certain extent, the news he brought back gave Yuan Shikai a massive headache. He couldn't exactly say bluntly now, "We have an agreement with the People's Party! Hand over my money!"

If he said that, Yuan Shikai would become the biggest laughingstock. Now, no matter what, Yuan Shikai was still a "loyal minister" of the Qing Dynasty and the Vice Prime Minister of the Qing Cabinet. This pretense had to be kept up. Only after the National Assembly officially convened in 1911 would the death sentence of the Qing Dynasty be pronounced.

Wang Shizhen had once expressed in a letter to Duan Qirui that he hoped Duan Qirui could persuade Yuan Shikai to preserve the nominal existence of the Qing Dynasty no matter what. After the British made this demand, Wang Shizhen never mentioned this matter again. Duan Qirui had a very good relationship with Wang Shizhen, and he could completely imagine the situation his old brother Wang Shizhen was facing. The People's Party was destined not to be eliminated. And if Beiyang just moved a finger, the Qing Dynasty could be finished. The Beiyang Cabinet was now under enormous economic pressure. Under such circumstances, trying to maintain the nominal existence of the Qing Dynasty would not be agreed to by anyone in the Beiyang Cabinet.

For example, Liang Qichao, a die-hard royalist, had once vigorously promoted the benefits of constitutional monarchy when he first joined the Beiyang Cabinet. Now he wasn't making a sound either. Faced with financial problems, any status or title had to yield.

Like Jiangsu, the Zhejiang sericulture industry had also been greatly impacted this year. No one bought the silkworm cocoons, and silkworm farmers went bankrupt one after another. Wang Youhong could at least cooperate and struggle with the Jiangsu Assembly. Duan Qirui, an outsider, had raked in quite a bit of money to rebuild the New Army's 3rd Division. The gentry didn't believe Duan Qirui could help them solve their problems at all. Moreover, Duan Qirui was a soldier and didn't understand these commercial issues. The two sides talked several times with no result. It wasn't until August 1910 that the gentry really couldn't hold on anymore and asked to see Duan Qirui again.

However, the leader this time was not a member of the gentry, but Cai Yuanpei, the President of the Guangfu Society in southern Zhejiang. Beiyang had allocated southern Zhejiang for the Guangfu Society to operate in, with an agreed term of one year, which was now almost up. Duan Qirui was very wary of Cai Yuanpei's visit. The Guangfu Society's recent movements had been subtle; not only had they recovered their vitality in southern Zhejiang, but a small team had also entered western Zhejiang to operate. Duan Qirui could distinguish priorities very well; his energy was all focused on seizing control of Shanghai. Even though he knew a small Guangfu Society team was operating in western Zhejiang, Duan Qirui pretended not to see it as long as it didn't reach the point where he had to act.

After exchanging greetings, Cai Yuanpei asked, "Lord Duan, you are widely knowledgeable. You should have heard of Sun Wen, correct?"

"Hmph." Duan Qirui snorted through his nose. Sun Wen, this revolutionary who once had some fame, had participated in forming the Tongmenghui, a revolutionary party. The Guangfu Society led by Cai Yuanpei had once joined the Tongmenghui. Duan Qirui was quite clear about these basic historical facts. However, since the rise of the People's Party, the Tongmenghui had gradually faded from the chaotic stage of the late Qing Dynasty. At least Duan Qirui hadn't heard news of Sun Wen for a long time.

Hearing Cai Yuanpei mention this person, Duan Qirui replied flatly, "I heard this person is in Japan. I assume he is very familiar with Mr. Cai."

Cai Yuanpei nodded very seriously, "Indeed very familiar. Recently, Mr. Sun has created the doctrine of 'Three People's Principles' (San Min Zhu Yi). I would like to ask Lord Duan to take a look."

Duan Qirui frowned slightly. He was currently busy enough as it was; where would he have the time to read such boring political propaganda? Looking at Cai Yuanpei's fervent expression, Duan Qirui asked, "Mr. Cai, whether it's the Three People's Principles or People'sism, it's just a saying. Mr. Cai is a famous scholar; I presume you didn't come to me to talk about this matter, right?"

Cai Yuanpei had originally just wanted to use this as an opening. He hadn't expected Duan Qirui to cut straight to the chase like this. However, since the topic had been broached, he knew Duan Qirui could absolutely not be interested in the Three People's Principles. Steading himself, Cai Yuanpei said, "Lord Duan, I see from the National Assembly's charter that a parliament must be elected next year. At that time, after the Qing Dynasty is overthrown, I wonder what plans Lord Duan has?"

Duan Qirui sneezed a cold laugh, "Whether the Qing Dynasty is overthrown or not is not up to you or me to say. I know Mr. Cai is dedicated to overthrowing the Qing, but I, Duan, only follow Lord Yuan's dispatch. I'm afraid Mr. Cai has found the wrong person to discuss this matter with."

After being rebuffed by Duan Qirui twice in a row, Cai Yuanpei did not lose heart in the slightest. On the contrary, given that Duan Qirui hadn't seen him out despite the unpleasant conversation, Cai Yuanpei knew that Duan Qirui still needed him. Organizing his thoughts, Cai Yuanpei said, "Lord Duan, since every province must elect assembly members next year, I wonder what plans Lord Duan has for this matter?"

Cai Yuanpei had indeed pointed out Duan Qirui's sore spot. Although he was nominally the Governor of Zhejiang, Zhejiang was falling apart. There were foreigners outside, hostile gentry inside, and even armed forces like the Guangfu Society existed. Duan Qirui absolutely had no way to organize a parliament according to the local situation. With enemies everywhere now, organizing a parliament was simply looking for trouble. Duan Qirui had actually been waiting for these local snakes to proactively bow at his door, and then, after eliminating hostility, try to form an obedient parliament on a minimal basis. But now, these local gentry either only considered their own interests or simply didn't react. If not for this, Duan Qirui would absolutely not have wasted so many words with Cai Yuanpei.

"Did Mr. Cai come here to discuss the matter of the parliament?" Duan Qirui pretended to just understand.

"Lord Duan, you are a smart man. I neither want to coerce Lord Duan nor do I want to pretend that we have no thoughts on the matter of the Zhejiang Assembly. If Lord Duan wants to form the Zhejiang Assembly, we, the Guangfu Society, are willing to work with Lord Duan to get the Zhejiang Assembly up and running. Otherwise, with Zhejiang in such a mess now, what does it look like?" Cai Yuanpei spoke very clearly.

Hearing these ambitious words, Duan Qirui narrowed his eyes slightly. Yuan Shikai hadn't let Duan Qirui use forceful means to sweep through Zhejiang, and Duan Qirui had once thought Yuan Shikai was too cautious. After working in Zhejiang for over a year himself, he had to admit that Yuan Shikai indeed had foresight. The customs of Jiangnan were indeed vastly different from the North. Perhaps it was a matter of northern personality; northern local forces were tougher—they either fought you hard or cooperated with Beiyang relatively readily. In Zhejiang, the locality and the government maintained a subtle relationship of being neither close nor distant. Even facing the Beiyang New Army's 3rd Division, who were outsiders, the Zhejiang locality could maintain a superficial relationship.

But cooperation between the two sides was absolutely out of the question. The reorganized New Army's 3rd Division only had about ten thousand troops. Although they had appointed some local officials, the term "ingrate" was completely insufficient to describe the detestable degree of these new local officials. They combined the traits of greedy people and incompetent people in one body. It could be said that more than half of Duan Qirui's reputation had been ruined by this bunch of new officials.

After mulling it over for a while, Duan Qirui said, "Does Mr. Cai want to intervene in the entire Zhejiang?"

Cai Yuanpei replied frankly, "Not intervene, but to form a new Zhejiang government together with Lord Duan. Lord Duan, the situation has reached this point, and we, the Guangfu Society, also appreciate Lord Yuan's kindness. If we keep entangling in past matters, it will only make Zhejiang more and more chaotic. What benefit is there for Lord Duan? The Guangfu Society is willing to support Lord Duan in sitting firmly in Zhejiang, but the Guangfu Society only wants one thing: in next year's National Assembly, the Zhejiang assembly members must vote in favor of overthrowing the Qing."

Regarding the demise of the Qing Dynasty, Duan Qirui had long known it was only a matter of time. If Beiyang couldn't get customs revenue, then they would definitely have to overthrow the Qing. These superficial efforts weren't the problem. The only problem lay in how exactly these assembly members could support Duan Qirui and support Beiyang. Faced with the cunning gentry of Jiangsu and Zhejiang, Duan Qirui truly felt a bit unable to cope. With military force, he could extort property and collect taxes. But once a parliament was established, Duan Qirui would inevitably have to share power with the parliament. At that time, Duan Qirui couldn't use the army to coerce the assembly members to be obedient, could he?

Seeing that Duan Qirui already had the intention to cooperate, Cai Yuanpei took out an item. "Lord Duan, this is the manuscript of 'Three People's Principles' written by Mr. Sun Wen. It contains many ideas on government formation. Lord Duan might as well take a look before deciding."

Duan Qirui wasn't uninterested in political trends. He frequently corresponded with Wang Shizhen, discussing the current political structure of the world. In terms of political construction alone, the People's Party was undoubtedly the well-deserved number one. On top of completely destroying the old system, the People's Party established their organization with dumbfounding speed.

The one that could be said to be following closely behind was Wang Youhong of Jiangsu. After the People's Party captured Northern Jiangsu, Duan Qirui didn't believe the People's Party would abide by the agreement with Yuan Shikai and keep Southern Jiangsu. As a result, the People's Party actually did abide by the agreement. Wang Youhong stepped onto the political stage of Southern Jiangsu in the role of successor to the constitutional pioneer Zhang Xun. At any rate, he had maintained the Jiangsu Assembly until now. It could be considered as having weathered the storm.

Wang Shizhen believed that these people all had their own political programs and could organize a government according to a set model. Beiyang's model was simple; it was a variation of the Qing Dynasty. But Beiyang had always attached importance to industry and commerce, and to opening banks. In the North, Yuan Shikai had already ordered people to open several industrial banks to invest in local industry and commerce, which had yielded some results.

But Zhejiang was isolated outside of Beiyang. It was impossible to completely imitate Beiyang's model. It was even impossible to integrate with Beiyang economically. Duan Qirui intuitively felt that, bearing the heavy responsibility of Beiyang, he could only create a Zhejiang model that belonged to Duan Qirui. As for what kind of model to choose, Duan Qirui had never had a clue.

Looking at the "Three People's Principles" manuscript that Cai Yuanpei was enthusiastically introducing, Duan Qirui wanted to draw some lessons from it, even if he knew it was a trap. After wrestling in his heart for a moment, Duan Qirui took the manuscript.

When Duan Qirui finally took the manuscript, Cai Yuanpei breathed a huge sigh of relief in his heart. Since 1905, the speed of changes in the revolutionary situation had left Cai Yuanpei dumbfounded. As a famous scholar, Cai Yuanpei firmly believed that action was important, but theory was even more important. Looking at the revolutionary parties that truly aimed to overthrow the Qing at that time, Sun Yat-sen was already the person most capable of producing a theoretical basis. Cai Yuanpei would rather leave the Guangfu Society temporarily to discuss with Sun Yat-sen because he appreciated and supported Sun Yat-sen's revolutionary theory.

Chen Ke, this young man, didn't even catch Cai Yuanpei's eye at the time. Not to mention that Chen Ke himself didn't join the Guangfu Society at all, but single-handedly started his own revolutionary organization in Shanghai. Just such a penniless young man, who relied on selling a watch to Qiu Jin in exchange for a few dozen taels of silver. He opened a dye factory, made medicine, then ran a school and formed a political party. Then he took Yan Fu as his teacher, went to Beijing to see the world, and then suddenly rose to prominence during the floods in Anhui.

By the time Cai Yuanpei turned his gaze back to Chen Ke, he saw the People's Party rising violently. It had the appearance of sweeping across the world. Meanwhile, Tao Chengzhang, Qiu Jin, Xu Xilin, and others who maintained cooperation with the People's Party, although suffering repeated setbacks, had also established achievements after leading the Guangfu Society to break away from the Tongmenghui. Huang Xing and Song Jiaoren left the Tongmenghui in 1908, taking away the members of the Hunan Huaxing Society who served as the backbone. The Tongmenghui, which originally held the leading position in the revolution, disintegrated so rapidly in a situation without any external enemy strikes.

In such a situation, Sun Yat-sen did not become depressed. On the contrary, he buried himself in writing, attempting to establish a revolutionary theory that could rival the People's Party. Cai Yuanpei felt he couldn't help, so he returned to Zhejiang. But it just so happened that Duan Qirui led the Beiyang 3rd Division into Zhejiang, dealing a heavy blow to the Guangfu Society led by Tao Chengzhang, Qiu Jin, and others. Hearing the message sent by Chen Ke, Cai Yuanpei went to negotiate with Yuan Shikai with the determination to die. Unexpectedly, Yuan Shikai actually gave the Guangfu Society space to exist.

The Guangfu Society saved its existence from the brink of destruction, but the change in the situation gave the Tongmenghui a final blow. Yuan Shikai and the People's Party suddenly broke off their military standoff, marched back to Beijing to seize central power, and at the same time opened the National Assembly wide. Now, the various factions that had been clamoring for revolution in Japan, as well as the revolutionary youth, all saw the dawn of republican constitutionalism. They no longer cared about the Tongmenghui. They either leaned towards the constitutional monarchy that had actually been established, or simply returned to China to defect to Beiyang, attempting to realize their political ambitions.

Cai Yuanpei received news from Japan that the Tongmenghui existed in name only. Various factions within it had all returned to China to participate in the struggle for the assemblies in various provinces. Those still sticking with the Tongmenghui were only Sun Yat-sen, Chen Qimei, and a few revolutionary youths led by Wang Jingwei in the north.

Just as he was burning with anxiety, Sun Yat-sen suddenly had someone send the finally completed revolutionary program and political design of "Three People's Principles" to Cai Yuanpei. As soon as Cai Yuanpei saw it, he resolved to build a brand-new Zhejiang based on this program.

During his days in southern Zhejiang, Cai Yuanpei had also studied the programs proposed by various domestic political factions. Although the program proposed by Chen Ke was not publicized much externally, it wasn't completely impossible to obtain. As soon as Cai Yuanpei saw the program of "the working people being the masters of the house" proposed by Chen Ke, he immediately and thoroughly opposed it. Bragging about people's rights was one thing, but guaranteeing "the working people being the masters of the house" through a political system was another.

Laborers must be under the leadership of intellectuals, or rather, the landlord-gentry group led by intellectuals like Cai Yuanpei. This was the system Cai Yuanpei truly identified with. Farmers who didn't know many characters were indeed laborers, but what right did they have to stand over scholars? Even if only for this point, Cai Yuanpei drew a clear line with the People's Party.

But Sun Yat-sen's "Three People's Principles" allowed Cai Yuanpei to see an ideal in it. Sun Yat-sen's revolutionary program composed of Nationalism, Democracy (People's Rights), and Livelihood (People's Livelihood) was abbreviated as "Three People's Principles".

In Sun Yat-sen's political platform, the Three People's Principles were fully expressed in the four phrases: "Expel the Tartars, Restore China, Establish a Republic, Equalize Land Rights".

Nationalism was the battle flag Sun Yat-sen raised first. It reflected the complex contradictions between ethnic groups in modern Chinese society—both the contradiction between imperialism and the Chinese nation, and the contradiction between the Qing ruling group headed by Manchu nobles and the Han nationality and other ethnic minorities. Imperialism and the Qing ruling group were increasingly colluding.

One of the main contents of nationalism was "Anti-Manchu". "Expel the Tartars, Restore China" had always been the battle slogan of the bourgeois revolutionary democrats in the late Qing Dynasty. This was not only because the Qing Dynasty was a feudal autocratic regime "dominated from above" by Manchu nobles, but also because it had become a "court of foreigners". The reason why the "Anti-Manchu" slogan had such broad mobilization significance lay in this. Avoiding the doom of China being partitioned or co-administered, and striving for national independence and liberation, was another main content of nationalism. In the inaugural statement of "Min Bao", Sun Yat-sen listed "oppression by foreign powers" and "encroachment by alien races" side by side as the basic reasons why nationalism "could not be delayed for a moment". "Without revolution, there is no way to save the dying nation," and revolution must "first overthrow the Manchu government". The significance of nationalism in opposing imperialist oppression was contained in this.

Democracy (People's Rights) was the core of the Three People's Principles. It reflected another major contradiction in modern Chinese society, namely the contradiction between feudalism and the masses. The basic content of Democracy was: exposing and criticizing feudal autocracy, pointing out that the feudal social-political system deprived human rights, and thus was by no means "what equal citizens can bear"; the feudal monarchy must be overthrown through the path of "National Revolution", replaced by a republican system of "democratic constitutionalism", ending the serious state of "thousands of years of autocracy without relief". Corresponding to this "change" in "state polity", the planning of the form of government also constituted an important content of Democracy.

Comparing with "Three People's Principles", Cai Yuanpei understood the People's Party's revolutionary program even more. The People's Party also proposed anti-Qing and anti-imperialism, but these were not the People's Party's program, but rather tasks for various stages of the revolution. The core program of the People's Party, "the working people being the masters of the house", achieved the tasks of anti-exploitation in various stages through class struggle. Anyone identified by the People's Party as an "exploiter", whether Manchu Qing or imperialism, was an object to be overthrown.

Undoubtedly, these could explain the People's Party's ruthless crackdown on landlords and gentry during land reform. Landlords and gentry were considered exploiters by the People's Party simply because they owned land, and then their land was confiscated in its entirety. Landlords and gentry who dared to resist with arms were all ruthlessly suppressed.

And the "People's Livelihood" in Sun Yat-sen's Three People's Principles made Cai Yuanpei admire incomparably. Sun Yat-sen summarized the main content of People's Livelihood into two major issues: land and capital. "Equalization of Land Rights"—"Land Nationalization" was Sun Yat-sen's land scheme. The main content was "improve the social economic organization and verify the land prices of the world. The current land price still belongs to the original owner. The increased value from social improvement and progress after the revolution belongs to the state and is shared by the nationals". Sun Yat-sen believed that the implementation of this scheme could prevent monopoly and also make "the public family richer", thereby promoting "social development".

That is to say, the landlords and gentry could still guarantee ownership of the land. Only the portion of the price in transactions that was higher than the original land price would be taxed by the state, and these funds would be used for national construction.

In Cai Yuanpei's view, the People's Party's direct government leadership of land operations was the greatest exploitation. The People's Party not only controlled political power but also economic power. It was a political party that thoroughly implemented dictatorship and autocracy under the banner of revolution. Its evil was probably even worse than the Qing Dynasty.

So Cai Yuanpei ran to recommend Sun Yat-sen's "Three People's Principles" program to Duan Qirui, just to prevent Zhejiang from turning into the kind of province where the People's Party's evil ran rampant.

Duan Qirui had absolutely no interest in the political and land parts mentioned earlier. The experience of over a year had made Duan Qirui deeply aware of the difficulty of collecting taxes from Jiangnan landlords. Anything that couldn't be realized was useless. As a soldier, Duan Qirui adhered to this pragmatic attitude.

However, seeing the construction of the political system later on, Duan Qirui became completely interested.

To correspond with the Three People's Principles, Sun Yat-sen proposed the Separation of Five Powers. He believed that the three branches of power should not be adopted like in the West, so Sun Yat-sen added examination and control powers to form five powers.

Although Duan Qirui didn't understand business, he wasn't ignorant of politics.

In Duan Qirui's view, there was a lot to be done with the examination system proposed by Sun Yat-sen. The examination system was the method for selecting officials. The Examination Yuan, specially established, exercised the examination power, but examination and employment could not be combined because the Examination Yuan did not have executive power. It didn't even know how many people came to take the exam.

As for the control system, the impeachment power belonging to the legislative power was separated to form a separate Control Yuan. When the Control Yuan proposed impeachment, there was no parliament to try it, so it was placed in the Judicial Yuan, under which a Civil Servant Disciplinary Committee was set up. The Control Yuan initiated impeachment, and the Civil Servant Disciplinary Committee tried it.

Wasn't this opening the door wide for those in power? As long as Duan Qirui controlled the Examination Yuan and the Control Yuan, he could control the selection of officials as he pleased.

As for the parliament Sun Yat-sen came up with, on one hand, a National Assembly was set up as the organ of political power, and on the other hand, five Yuans were set up as organs of governing power. But above the five Yuans, a President was set up to manage governing power, yet this President did not have the power to command the five Yuans, only to mediate.

Duan Qirui felt that Sun Yat-sen was really an amusing person. He created a President who seemed to have high status and weight but actually controlled nothing at all. And as long as Duan Qirui controlled military power, the Examination Yuan, and the Control Yuan, and had a certain number of supporters in the parliament, this would completely sideline the parliament and this so-called President. Superficial power might belong to the so-called parliament, but in reality, it wasn't at all.

Once this thing was set up, Duan Qirui only needed to watch the parliament make a fuss. He held heavy troops in his hand; who could touch him? Moreover, Duan Qirui, who controlled the appointment and removal of officials, could act on his own. If he really couldn't stand it anymore, he could just purge the assembly members and replace them with a new batch to keep up appearances.

Is this Sun Wen really a revolutionary? Duan Qirui thought curiously.

If Zhejiang adopted Chen Ke's model, needless to say, using the system of "dictatorship of the working people" to call upon the poor common people who opposed exploitation could swallow the New Army's 3rd Division like a tide. This could be called a revolution. If it was the separation of powers parliament system set up by Wang Youhong in Jiangsu, even if there was internal chaos, even if they didn't dare to challenge the People's Party due to insufficient military power, the Jiangsu Assembly was quite united in guarding against the New Army's 3rd Division in Zhejiang. It could be considered to have formed a bloc.

But this separation of five powers, was it separating Duan Qirui's power, or separating the power of the landlords and gentry? Duan Qirui was very interested in this question. Thinking of this, Duan Qirui couldn't help but smile.

Seeing Duan Qirui smile, Cai Yuanpei quickly said, "Lord Duan, I have a humble opinion I would like to discuss with Lord Duan."

Duan Qirui put down the thick booklet and said with a smile of unfathomable depth, "Please enlighten me, Mr. Cai."
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Did Cai Yuanpei truly believe that others should bring out their kindness to obey him?

Duan Qirui had spent a great deal of effort to arrive at this speculation. Although Duan Qirui was completely unsure whether Cai Yuanpei's mindset was genuine or feigned, he had already placed Cai Yuanpei in the "only to be used" category.

To believe that human nature is inherently good requires immense courage. Such thinking did not exist within Beiyang. Even Wang Shizhen, recognized as a "good man" within Beiyang, had high standards of personal morality. Yet, the number of people Wang Shizhen had personally ordered to be executed was at least several hundred. Yuan Shikai was called the "Butcher of the People," and of the commoners who died at Yuan Shikai's hands, Wang Shizhen could claim credit for forty percent.

In this world, a person is called a good man simply because such a person does not snatch things obtained by others to satisfy their own interests. Of course, the prerequisite is that this person possesses the ability to indisputably seize everything from others. This can already be called an absolute "good man." As for a "true good man" who gives support to others without seeking any return when they are in distress, Duan Qirui had really never seen one. If there was one, it was only Yuan Shikai alone.

In the life-and-death struggle between political groups, there is absolutely no room for "good men" to exist. The slightest tolerance towards the enemy is a crime against one's own group. From this perspective, the People's Party was already a "superb good political group." Although they were ruthless towards resisting enemies in battle, once the enemy laid down their arms or lost the ability to continue resisting, the People's Party still "treated captives preferentially."

A considerable portion of the old soldiers in the Third Town were unwilling to fight hard against the People's Party again precisely because they received medical treatment and kindness from the People's Party after being captured. These old soldiers didn't understand politics and had no understanding of the People's Party's political program, so naturally, they had no opposition. Then, between certain death in resistance and living by surrendering, they felt it was very necessary to survive. Having this kind of mindset before the battle, they couldn't possibly genuinely want to be hostile to the People's Party.

Duan Qirui knew the thoughts of his subordinates. If it weren't for his heartfelt opposition to the People's Party's political program of "laboring people as masters of the house," just based on the last defeat alone, Duan Qirui should have completely given up the intention of fighting to the end.

These were the realities of the world that Duan Qirui could understand and accept. But a person like Cai Yuanpei actually thought the world revolved around him, or at least he thought he understood the mode of the world's operation. Then, overestimating his own capabilities, he pushed his self-righteous "New Order" onto others. Those scholars who threw themselves into Beiyang, even if they wanted to push their own suggestions, at least understood that the one calling the shots was Beiyang, not themselves, so these people wouldn't misplace their position.

But Cai Yuanpei couldn't even set this most basic position right. He even tried to command Duan Qirui from the position of a false instructor. This couldn't help but make Duan Qirui harbor greater suspicion. Is this Cai Yuanpei truly stupid, or playing stupid?

Politics is about interests. Duan Qirui tolerated the existence of the Guangfu Society in southern Zhejiang only because the Guangfu Society didn't cause trouble. Duan Qirui also didn't have time to resolve the Guangfu Society's existence recently. Of course, it was also because Duan Qirui's biggest trouble now was how to rectify the situation in Zhejiang. These factors determined that the Guangfu Society could continue to exist.

In Duan Qirui's imagination, Cai Yuanpei should be helping Duan Qirui integrate the Zhejiang gentry at this time. Whether using Sun Yat-sen's *Three People's Principles* or Jiangsu's Separation of Three Powers, it didn't matter. What was important was solving Duan Qirui's troubles. Then, under the situation of safeguarding Beiyang's and his own interests, Duan Qirui would let the Guangfu Society have a share of the pie.

Cai Yuanpei's performance greatly disappointed Duan Qirui.

After listening to Cai Yuanpei introduce the political program designed by Sun Yat-sen, Duan Qirui saw that Cai Yuanpei had absolutely no intention of solving practical problems. He waved his hand, "Mr. Cai, I understand your theory, but the urgent task now is to unite the localities of Zhejiang. I wonder what suggestions Mr. Cai has?"

Cai Yuanpei wasn't stupid. Hearing such a clear question, he answered: "Lord Duan, if Lord Duan can agree to arrange the future political situation of Zhejiang with the *Three People's Principles* as the framework, I am willing to serve Lord Duan and convene the Zhejiang Assembly."

If Duan Qirui originally had plans to discuss with Cai Yuanpei, now Duan Qirui suddenly felt that if he gathered the army to finish off the Guangfu Society first, perhaps it would also be a good choice. At least it could kill the chicken to scare the monkey. What Duan Qirui needed now was the submission and cooperation of other political forces, not letting other political forces ride on his head.

Forcing down his mood, Duan Qirui said pleasantly: "Mr. Cai, how about this? This official will convene a gentry meeting. Since Mr. Cai intends to cooperate, why not send a representative to attend then?"

"What about the matter of the *Three People's Principles*?" Cai Yuanpei thought Duan Qirui's attitude had softened, and asked joyfully.

"The livelihood in Zhejiang localities is very bad right now. Whether it's the gentry or the common people, they have all encountered the problem of being unable to sell silkworm cocoons. Don't you think solving these things is more important?" Duan Qirui remained pleasant.

"This..." Cai Yuanpei was very disappointed.

Duan Qirui was determined to send Cai Yuanpei away, so his attitude became even gentler. "Mr. Cai, political matters can be discussed at length later. Now, livelihood matters are imminent. Do you think that with everyone unable to make a living, and bankrupt commoners selling their sons and daughters everywhere, talking about the *Three People's Principles* is useful? The common people need a mouthful of food right now. If you can bring out this food, I will talk about these things with you."

Cai Yuanpei originally didn't think the problems could be solved in the short term either. Since Duan Qirui's attitude had softened and he was prepared to convene a gentry meeting, Cai Yuanpei could only temporarily agree to Duan Qirui's statement and go back to wait for news.

Sending Cai Yuanpei away, Duan Qirui had to seriously consider local matters. He felt he truly wasn't the material to be a local official. "Should I write a letter to Brother Wang Shizhen, asking him to help transfer me back to Beijing?" Duan Qirui even generated such a thought. Anyway, the Third Town had recovered its strength; returning to serve in the Ministry of Army would be far more relaxing than staying in Zhejiang as Governor.

Just at this moment, a personal guard suddenly came in from outside. "Lord Duan, urgent military intelligence."

"What happened?" Duan Qirui immediately became tense. Could it be that Cai Yuanpei's trip was to confuse him, and the Guangfu Society had actually started moving north?

"Lord Duan, the Fujian New Army Tenth Town has rebelled. Viceroy of Min-Zhe Lord Songshou orders Your Excellency to send troops to suppress the rebellion." The personal guard continued to report.

Duan Qirui was originally a bit tense, but hearing this, he sneered and returned to his usual calmness. He had absolutely no respect for his nominal superior, Viceroy of Min-Zhe Songshou. He asked: "What else did Songshou say?"

"Lord Songshou wired that it is extremely urgent, asking Your Excellency to send troops immediately." The personal guard didn't dare be like Duan Qirui; he still maintained honorifics.

"Understood, you may withdraw." Duan Qirui replied.

Watching the personal guard leave, Duan Qirui didn't plan to prepare for military struggle immediately. He picked up a brush and drafted a telegram to Yuan Shikai, asking for Yuan Shikai's instructions.

In Duan Qirui's view, Songshou purely asked for it. Ever since Yuan Shikai convened the provisional meeting of the National Assembly and informed the whole country that Beiyang had grasped the central political power, the Han governors everywhere were fine. But the days for the Manchu governors were very hard. Han governors only had to deal with local gentry. This was just very ordinary dispute. But the Manchu governors felt the sky had collapsed. The court was no longer ruled by the Emperor, which meant the end for the Manchus had come.

Manchus had never integrated into China politically. They believed they were born superior to others, and they spared no effort when striking at Han resistance. Seeing that they were about to lose political power, the fear of the Manchu officials came from their marrow. Without the support of the court, it was no longer possible for Manchus to tyrannize. Then how would the Han people they once bullied treat them? The revolutionaries publicized *The Ten Days of Yangzhou* overwhelmingly, and slogans of slaughtering Manchus shouted to the heavens. These people didn't think they could be spared.

And Fujian had organized Manchu Banner troops. Fuzhou General Pushou simply directly organized a "Han-Killing Corps," clamoring to "kill all Han people in Fuzhou." Duan Qirui had long known that something would happen in Fujian and had reported this to Yuan Shikai. Yuan Shikai's reply was "watch the changes quietly." If Yuan Shikai directly seized ownership of Fujian, it would be too obvious. If Fujian had internal strife, entering Fujian with the reason of cleaning up the situation would be logical.

Duan Qirui originally thought Yuan Shikai was being too benevolent towards the Guangfu Society. But starting from the overall situation, with the Guangfu Society formally existing in Zhejiang, enemies would run to the Guangfu Society's banner, and instead, there wouldn't be meaning of beacon fires everywhere. Even with Duan Qirui's capability, having to suppress the Shanghai local government on one hand, fight wildly with the local snake Guangfu Society in Zhejiang, and guard against trouble in Fujian—Duan Qirui couldn't withstand it even with three heads and six arms.

Duan Qirui now admired Yuan Shikai's overall view prostrate on the ground. Finishing the telegram text, Duan Qirui seriously wrote down the date: September 17, 1910.

Viceroy of Min-Zhe Songshou didn't genuinely expect Duan Qirui to send troops to rescue him. In fact, he didn't expect his telegram to actually reach Duan Qirui's hands at all. Ordering people to send the telegram, Songshou listened to the gunfire outside, which was still far but intense enough, and ordered wine and dishes to be brought up. The Bannerman servant was greatly puzzled by Lord Songshou's leisurely behavior. Seeing Lord Songshou's pale face, the servant realized that Lord Songshou was preparing to eat his last meal.

The servant had followed Songshou for a long time. Although he had started sobbing quietly, the servant still ran to the kitchen and ordered the cook to quickly prepare a table of banquet for Lord Songshou.

Songshou took out a small bottle of wine from a hidden compartment; that was the poison wine he had prepared long ago. He also brought out a large jar of wine from a corner of the living room. This was one of the twelve jars of fine Shanxi Fenjiu given to him by others when Songshou assumed the post of Minister of War seven years ago. He trembled as he poured himself a cup. Without needing food to go with it, he trembled as he raised the cup and drank it in one gulp. The clear Fenjiu was very strong; if he drank such a cup directly on ordinary days, Songshou really couldn't handle it. But with this cup down now, the strong stimulation made Songshou suddenly feel relaxed all over. Perhaps because he hadn't eaten or slept much these past few days, with one cup of wine down, Songshou felt his body already had a tipsy feeling.

Pouring himself another cup, Songshou didn't continue drinking. He closed his eyes, and events of the past two years flooded into his mind.

"Empress Dowager! Your Majesty!" Songshou led the officials of Fujian in holding a massive mourning ceremony. Ten thousand people crying loudly facing the direction of Beijing was indeed magnificent. This was the event of September 7, 1908. Kneeling behind Songshou was Fujian General Pushou. Behind these civil and military high officials were a group of civil and military officials. Further back were ten thousand Bannermen.

After the group finished crying, Songshou required the common people to wear mourning for three days. Weddings and funerals were prohibited in Fujian within a month. This was originally standard practice. The world situation changed extremely fast. That night, Fujian General Pushou came to visit Songshou. "My Lord, the Bannermen population is numerous now. I am preparing to try opening some businesses, otherwise, everyone is afraid they won't be able to go on."

Although the Eight Banners system had "Iron Crops," this wasn't uniformly distributed. Only Bannermen selected as soldiers could have relatively high income. Others were only distributed rations and money to keep from starving. Fujian was a poor place, unable to compare with those Eight Banners in Beijing, far unable to compare with the Jingzhou and Xiangyang Eight Banners in Hubei, and the Bannermen in Nanjing, Jiangsu.

But Bannermen hadn't done any ordinary commoner's business for over two hundred years. Even if livelihood was difficult, they wouldn't starve to death. If they opened ordinary businesses, it would be a situation where it was easy to start but hard to stop. It wasn't that Songshou didn't want Bannermen to have more income, but how to increase income without triggering conflict with ancestral rules was a big problem. One must know, if Bannermen engaged in ordinary businesses, it would certainly affect the business of many Han people. If the Han gentry caused a disturbance, Songshou couldn't bear the charge of "ruining ancestral rules."

"This, I'm afraid, has to be discussed at length," Songshou said.

"My Lord, the sericulture business is very good now. Raw silk is not worried about sales at all. We won't do anything else, just teach the Eight Banners women to plant mulberries and raise silkworms first. Firstly, it won't trigger conflict. Secondly, it can also let everyone subsidize their household expenses. It shouldn't cause trouble." Pushou had his own ideas.

"So..., that is acceptable," Songshou replied. Another key point of the Banner system was "Manchu and Han do not mix." Manchus and Han lived separately, did not intermarry, and did not interact. As long as Bannermen were still in their own residential areas, there would be no handle to grab.

Having finished talking about this major event, Pushou refused to leave. Songshou was also a bit irritable in his heart because of the drastic changes in the court situation. He asked unhappily: "Is there anything else?"

"My Lord, how do you view Yuan Shikai?" Pushou was a Manchu General and had heartfelt distrust towards Beiyang.

"This is the court's affair. We just need to manage Fujian well," Songshou replied coldly.

"My Lord, Yuan Shikai has harbored evil intentions for a long time. Now that the Empress Dowager and the Emperor are both gone, and he holds heavy troops outside, who in the court can suppress Yuan Shikai now?" Pushou was worried.

"Now the People's Party is the great enemy. Let's extinguish the People's Party first and then talk." Songshou didn't want to tell Pushou the plans in his heart. After saying this, Songshou lifted his tea bowl. "Lifting tea to send off guests" was a rule in Manchu officialdom. Pushou dared not disturb him further and could only rise to take his leave.

Songshou only felt increasingly irritable in his heart. The current situation was truly confusing. The Empress Dowager and the Emperor passing away on the same day was strange enough. And with a young lord just enthroned, they faced a situation where great rebel bandits and great powerful ministers existed simultaneously. Songshou felt indescribably uncomfortable. Although lifting tea to send off guests was a basic rule, Songshou sighed a long sigh and drank the already cold tea in one gulp.

Opening his eyes, Songshou's recollection ended here. He picked up the cup of wine on the table and drank it in one gulp. The spicy and clear Fenjiu became much more refreshing upon entering his mouth at this time. Songshou had no regrets anymore. Even if he had already detected the crisis of the situation at that time, what could he have done? The court was in chaos; Songshou couldn't possibly change the situation relying on the New Army Tenth Town.

Now the New Army Tenth Town was storming Fuzhou. With the current situation, it wouldn't take long for them to rush into the Viceroy of Min-Zhe's office. That would be the time of Songshou's death. Songshou glanced at the small bottle containing poison wine on the table. At that time, he would have to rely on this thing to maintain Songshou's own dignity.

"If only I could have made up my mind to go for the King's Rescue back then!" Songshou thought.

In November 1908, Pushou and a group of Fujian civil and military officials were in the Viceroy of Min-Zhe's office. Prince Chun Zaifeng issued a King's Rescue order to the world. Mounted bandits were raging in Zhili, Hebei, and Shandong. At that time, the Banner First Town of Beiyang, and the "suspected army" organized by the Beijing Bannermen, had already been clean and neatly annihilated. And Beijing actually had to rely on police to defend the city.

Of course, the telegram didn't say it this clearly. It only required Banner troops everywhere to go for King's Rescue.

"What exactly does Prince Chun mean by this?" New Army Tenth Town Commander Sun Daoren asked.

Fujian General Pushou replied coldly: "What meaning can it have? Prince Chun feels the New Army is unreliable."

Although Sun Daoren was a leading figure in the New Army, Manchus had always had a "noble" status. Although the army and equipment he held were better, his status still couldn't compare with Pushou. Being snapped at by Pushou like this, although Sun Daoren was furious, he couldn't say anything.

"General Pushou, are you preparing to lead troops to Beijing for King's Rescue?" This was the greatest counterattack Sun Daoren could make.

"This requires Lord Songshou's decision; no need to trouble Commander Sun," Pushou sneered.

Seeing the two highest commanders of the New Army and Banner Army opposing each other like this, Songshou also felt it was too inappropriate. He scolded, "The court is already in such crisis, what are you arguing about?"

Although he said this, Songshou knew he simply couldn't send out troops for King's Rescue. This time Prince Chun Zaifeng requested King's Rescue; not to mention Fujian was too far from Beijing. Going by water required big ships. But arranging ships took time. More importantly, the Bannermen indeed had no army capable of fighting. Even elites like the New Army First Town couldn't escape the fate of total annihilation. What could a temporarily patchworked Banner army do if they went? Moreover, quite a lot of intelligence had already started to point out that in the New Army Tenth Town, more and more people were inclined towards the revolutionary party.

Now if the Banner army was sent away, who would be responsible for suppressing the New Army?

If he could send the New Army Tenth Town to Beijing, that would be a not bad choice. But Songshou knew that if he proposed this suggestion, it would meet with great opposition.

But Songshou wanted to try. "Commander Sun, can the New Army Tenth Town dispatch troops?"

"This..., My Lord, for the New Army Tenth Town to move, military weapons, equipment, and supplies must be prepared for at least two months." As expected, Sun Daoren immediately refused.

"The New Army going is probably useless too." Pushou also held an opposing opinion without a doubt. Even if his own Banner Army had no combat power, Fujian General Pushou didn't want the New Army to show the slightest limelight.

The gunshots were closer. The crying and shouting, especially women's crying and shouting, pulled Songshou's train of thought back to reality. If he could have sent the New Army Tenth Town to King's Rescue without hesitation at that time, it would have been good. Songshou thought. Even killing with a borrowed knife would be better than now.

Ten days ago, it was New Army Tenth Town Commander Sun Daoren who demanded Songshou hand over all power in Fujian Province. Songshou refused, and then the battle unfolded. Songshou didn't regret not acting promptly at that time. At the end of 1908, Songshou simply couldn't have imagined the situation would change at such a rapid speed.
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Chapter 75: Changes in Various Provinces (Part 7)

"Your Excellency, I do not wish to go to Beijing," Pushou said to Songshou.

This was late August 1909. Yuan Shikai had already issued a call to the provinces to summon councilors to discuss state affairs. The gentry across Fujian were restless and eager to move. Songshou had no choice but to lead a delegation to Beijing. When he asked the General of Fujian, Pushou, about it, Pushou firmly rejected the suggestion.

"Are you planning to stay in Fujian and continue training the troops?" Songshou asked.

"Precisely. Since a fight is inevitable sooner or later, I will stay in Fujian," Pushou said calmly. Ever since Yuan Shikai seized central power in early 1909, Pushou had argued with Songshou countless times, urging him to raise an army to oppose Yuan. Although Songshou was the Viceroy of Min-Zhe (Fujian and Zhejiang), he knew he stood no chance against the Beiyang New Army's 3rd Division in Zhejiang.

Pushou, however, was a man of action. Knowing he couldn't persuade Songshou to rebel, he turned to demanding weapons and ammunition. He issued a foreign rifle and three hundred rounds of ammunition to every male bannerman in Fujian over the age of thirteen, drilling them daily. Songshou knew Pushou was preparing for a fight to the death and didn't have the heart to stop him.

With the Manchu Qing Dynasty in such dire straits, facing imminent collapse, as a bannerman, watching the situation deteriorate to this point without doing anything was unconscionable. Moreover, the revolutionaries were now high on morale, shouting everywhere about killing all Manchus, and the Manchus themselves were in a state of panic. Although Songshou didn't believe Yuan Shikai would go that far, he hoped to have a strong force in hand, if only as a bargaining chip.

In the six months since Beiyang took power, Pushou had done nothing but train troops and curse Yuan Shikai's wolfish ambition. It was only in the last two months that he had quieted down. This wasn't because Pushou had learned to face reality. As far as Songshou knew, Pushou had begun promoting radicals among the Manchus, organizing a "Kill Han Regiment," and plotting a massive purge in Fujian. Or rather, a massacre.

Pushou's "Kill Han Regiment" began scouting the whereabouts of revolutionaries, preparing to suppress the rebel party as soon as the troops were ready. It was said that the regiment's preliminary plan was to "kill three hundred thousand Han people to secure peace in Fujian."

Thinking of this, Songshou said, "General Pushou, do not act rashly."

Songshou had never really fought a war, so he felt that such a crazy plan might actually succeed. Not in completely eliminating the revolutionaries, but in massacring three hundred thousand Han people. To deny the legitimacy of the Qing, the revolutionaries publicized the "Ten Days of Yangzhou" everywhere. This was a blow to the Qing's image, but conversely, it gradually planted an idea in the minds of the Manchus: "Since the empire was seized by massacre back then, perhaps it can be held by massacre now."

The only problem was that the New Army's 10th Division was still present, and this military force was extremely disloyal. Revolutionaries had infiltrated it, spreading revolutionary propaganda widely. Songshou knew Yuan Shikai's method of training troops: guaranteeing high income for the Beiyang New Army while strictly enforcing military discipline—publicly executing anyone who disobeyed orders. One hand held the sword, the other held the money. This kept the Beiyang New Army submissive.

Fujian simply didn't have Yuan Shikai's financial resources. Without enough silver to feed them, enforcing harsh military law would be suicide. So Songshou could only place his hopes on the Manchu New Army, maintained by blood ties.

Pushou answered crisply, "Manchus number less than ten thousand; but ten thousand united are invincible! Your Excellency, please rest assured. As long as we can raise enough military pay, this new army will surely be unstoppable."

Seeing Pushou's determined stance, Songshou had no choice but to believe him.

"Your Excellency, the meal is ready," a personal guard pushed open the door and said.

"Bring it in," Songshou ordered.

"Should we invite others?" the guard continued to ask.

Songshou had wanted to have one last meal with his whole family. As he was about to speak, he saw the small bottle of poison. His heart trembled. What would they say if they met again? His family, along with the families of other bannermen, were all inside the Viceroy's residence. The women, the elderly, and the children each had a dose of poison. His own death was one thing; death ends all troubles, and he would no longer have to live in fear. It would be a release.

But to watch his loved ones die together—Songshou simply didn't have the courage.

"Just leave a dish for me. Tell the kitchen to continue cooking and send it to everyone else," Songshou finally decided.

"Yes." The guard left a portion of pork elbow for Songshou and went out wiping tears.

The gunfire had thinned out a bit at this moment. A hope suddenly rose in Songshou's heart that perhaps the rebels couldn't fight anymore. Just as he was thinking this, he suddenly heard the violent explosion of artillery shells. The impact was very close to the Viceroy's Yamen, and dust from the roof beams was shaken loose, falling in a shower.

The shot was accurate. Songshou's trembling hand picked up a piece of the pork elbow, now dusted with gray. He wanted to take a bite, but couldn't swallow. He wondered if the gunner was from the New Army or from the Guangfu Society that had come to assist.

If only there were no Guangfu Society! If only there were no Guangfu Society!

Songshou felt dead inside; even the feeling of anger was gone.

The real battle had started ten days ago, but effectively, it had begun when Songshou returned to Fujian in January 1909. The path to establishing a parliament in Fujian had been extremely arduous. Especially in the selection of councilors, the struggle was fierce.

The councilors for this term in Fujian were mainly officials. To prevent the New Army from causing trouble, Songshou had specifically brought along Sun Daoren, the commander of the 10th Division of the New Army. This move turned out to be too clever for his own good. After participating in the National Assembly, Sun Daoren thoroughly saw the inevitability of the Qing's demise. Originally, this man had been fence-sitting, his attitude wavering. Since returning from Beijing, Sun Daoren knew the Great Qing was doomed and acted without any scruples.

Courting the gentry, colluding with revolutionaries—Sun Daoren no longer held back. He participated in the provincial assembly, and the gentry were naturally willing to believe his words. Listening to Sun Daoren speak about establishing a parliament in Fujian and implementing a federation of autonomous provinces where Fujian people would manage Fujian affairs, the gentry immediately felt there was an opportunity and no longer regarded the Manchus with respect. Because Sun Daoren had made it clear: "Councilors are elected by population. One national councilor is elected for every hundred thousand people. The total Manchu population in Fujian is less than ten thousand; electing even one councilor would be the absolute limit."

With the words of the New Army commander, the local gentry naturally had confidence. The Manchus, however, completely opposed the parliament. At a Manchu meeting, Pushou's eyes glared round with rage. "Your Excellency, our Great Qing has always held Manchus as noble and Han as base. The court tolerates Han people, but that means Manchu and Han officials are half and half. This election nonsense, voting by population—isn't this bullshit?"

Songshou was quite surprised that Pushou could still maintain some reason. Proposing the ancestral system of "half Manchu, half Han officials" showed that Pushou didn't intend to control the situation completely. Could it be that Pushou, who had sworn to protect the Qing empire, was also feeling timid?

"In this Fujian, Your Excellency must have the final say. Manchu councilors must occupy half the seats," Pushou added his stance.

If that could be done, it would naturally be best. But what would the locals in Fujian think? Songshou wasn't sure. Shang Yuan, the representative of the People's Party, had a very firm attitude: the Qing must perish. If the assembly didn't pass a resolution declaring the end of the Qing, the People's Party would absolutely not let the matter rest with other provinces. Jiangxi Province wasn't actually that royalist. The People's Party's attack on Jiangxi, directly bordering Fujian, was preparation for the next war.

While the Viceroy was hesitating, he heard Pushou say, "Your Excellency, since that Sun Daoren has already developed disloyalty, why don't we let him guard the border between Jiangxi and Fujian, and let the People's Party deal with the New Army?"

"Impossible," Songshou said hurriedly. "The lesson of Yuan Shikai is right before us."

Empress Dowager Cixi had sent Yuan Shikai to fight the People's Party, giving him the opportunity to act freely. The result was that the People's Party and Yuan Shikai played a double act; the People's Party went south, Yuan Shikai went north. The situation of the world changed instantly. If the New Army's 10th Division were allowed to act freely, wouldn't that be seeking their own death?

"If Your Excellency doesn't trust the New Army, then let me deal with Sun Daoren," Pushou began to request orders.

This time Songshou didn't answer directly; he started to calculate. Since Sun Daoren dared to act this way, he likely had a plan. If they really fought, the New Army had been established longer and was better trained. Moreover, Mawei had people from the Nanyang Navy, and the Nanyang Navy had good relations with Yuan Shikai. At this point, there was no hope that the Nanyang Navy would stand on his side.

On the other hand, Zhejiang had Duan Qirui's Beiyang 3rd Division. If the battle could be decided quickly, it would be fine. But if it dragged into a stalemate, there was no guarantee Yuan Shikai wouldn't intervene in Fujian. That would be "fending off a wolf at the front gate only to have a tiger enter through the back." Yuan Shikai would certainly take the opportunity to seize Fujian.

Thinking it over and over, Viceroy Songshou couldn't come up with a way to ensure Manchu dominance in Fujian while also establishing a small Fujian court for himself.

"Let's wait for now," Songshou said helplessly.

This wait lasted half a year. By July, the "Kill Han Regiment" organized by Pushou had mobilized all the Manchus. During this time, Pushou spread the news everywhere that half of the national councilors must be Manchu. The Fujian gentry didn't say much for the time being, only asking when the election would be held and what method would be used.

As far as Songshou knew, General Pushou simply told the gentry, "Vote however Viceroy Songshou says to vote. Just sign up first."

Quite a few gentry did sign up. Everything seemed to be running peacefully. But once August arrived, a rumor suddenly spread. It claimed that General Pushou was planning to catch all the registered councilors in one net. The story was told with vivid details. The "Kill Han Regiment" was originally just an organization for Manchus to embolden themselves; regardless of what Pushou said, Songshou didn't really believe Pushou intended to carry out a massacre.

But these rumors spread as if they were alive, claiming Pushou would first kill Han men without queues, then those with queues, killing until only Manchus were left in Fujian.

Pushou had indeed killed Han men without queues. That was during the People's Party's second counter-encirclement campaign, when every province was in a panic, and anyone without a queue was treated as a revolutionary. Pushou had arrested many people back then and killed a few. But that was two years ago. Now, although Pushou was searching for revolutionaries, he was only arresting people, not killing them for the time being.

As the Viceroy, Songshou actually couldn't get accurate information. In fact, to this day, he still didn't understand how things had escalated to this degree. General Pushou had originally tried to explain, but his explanation only backfired. In the current situation, arresting revolutionaries was seen as the Manchus' last desperate counterattack. Pushou's explanation admitted to arresting revolutionaries again, but no one listened to the rest.

From August 15th, the rumors grew louder and louder. Sun Daoren, commander of the New Army 10th Division, formally proposed in an official letter that the newly formed Manchu Army be temporarily placed under the command of the 10th Division to prevent the conflict from widening.

Songshou knew things were bad. Sun Daoren had seen Songshou less and less over the past six months. Starting three months ago, no matter how Songshou invited him to discuss official business, Sun Daoren refused to attend, claiming ill health. Now, suddenly issuing such a proposal, his intentions needed no guessing.

Pushou immediately used the Manchu Army to blockade Fuzhou City, and the "Kill Han Regiment" went out everywhere, arresting and killing any queue-less person they encountered. They also began arresting gentry everywhere. This was the last resort; Songshou knew it was too late. Sun Daoren had been preparing for a long time. When the rumors started spreading, Sun Daoren had actually already begun his moves.

Songshou felt he had been too stupid. When rumors were flying, he hadn't seen through the problem but instead called Pushou in for questioning. At that time, veins had popped out on Pushou's forehead as he tried his best to explain that he was being framed. Because Songshou knew about the "Kill Han Regiment," he was skeptical of Pushou's words. It wasn't until he saw Sun Daoren's letter that Songshou realized he had fallen into someone else's trap.

No matter what General Pushou and his men did now, it would only confirm "the truth of the rumors." No matter how Songshou explained that this was only to suppress revolutionaries and restore order, no one would believe it.

But without suppressing the revolutionaries and taking the gentry hostage, how could the situation be restored to what it was a year ago? The current plan was to stabilize Fuzhou City first. Pushou had to eliminate all opposing forces in Fuzhou as quickly as possible.

Rumors of further terror began to be born. Manchus claimed that Han people wanted to kill all Manchus in Fujian. Meanwhile, among the Han in Fuzhou, rumors spread that Manchus wanted to kill all Han in Fuzhou. In mutual suspicion and fear, the use of violence gradually exceeded boundaries. Unknown when it started, Pushou's subordinates went from arresting revolutionaries to arresting suspicious elements. From bringing them back for questioning to summary execution on the spot.

This brutal yet somewhat orderly approach didn't last long. Once the looting of shops began under various pretexts, the control of the Manchu New Army completely collapsed. These were just general reports, but Songshou could imagine the scene perfectly. Inside Fuzhou City, although the Manchus weren't wealthy, they were a group with stable income. But after Yuan Shikai dissolved the Clan Court and stopped issuing stipends to bannermen, life for Fuzhou bannermen became extremely difficult. Pushou was able to gather over ten thousand men because Songshou provided food and pay for this army. Every bannerman over thirteen had a new livelihood.

After enduring the bitter days of training, they finally had access to wealth. Coupled with the rumor circulating among bannermen that Han people wanted to kill them all, and the incitement of Pushou's "Kill Han Regiment," how could these bannermen maintain any military discipline? Once the looting started, it couldn't be controlled. Fuzhou was the provincial capital, full of shops. Besides money, there was grain. Every bannerman soldier felt that taking a little something home wasn't a big deal. But this was an army of over ten thousand, not just one person.

When Han people were looted, they naturally resisted. Resistance led to conflict, and conflict caused casualties. Casualties turned into mutual slaughter.

Ten days ago, when Sun Daoren demanded Songshou hand over all power in Fujian, Fuzhou City had already turned into a slaughterhouse. At that same moment, Pushou sent intelligence that besides the 10th Division participating in this "rebellion," the Guangfu Society had also sent a force to assist.

Songshou didn't know whether to believe this news. It didn't matter anymore; in a Fuzhou City filled with corpses, there was nothing believable or unbelievable. The only thing Viceroy Songshou could be sure of was that, regardless of the initial intentions, in the eyes of the outside world, the Fuzhou bannermen had started the slaughter. The 10th Division's attack wasn't a rebellion, but a restoration of order.

The only method left was to thoroughly defeat the 10th Division and use military force to crush the opposition in Fujian. Other than this, Songshou had no other way.

At the beginning of the battle, Pushou's Manchu New Army didn't fall behind. Songshou had tried his best over the past year to weaken the 10th Division. Not only did he provide no weapons supply, but he also stripped the 10th Division of their arms and ammunition as much as possible.

The Manchu New Army, on the other hand, received maximum supplies and armament. The New Army attacked the city several times over consecutive days without much effect. It wasn't until a certain unit joined the battle that the situation began to change. They had no uniforms, just uniform coarse cloth clothes, but their combat skills and fighting will were definitely not comparable to the bannermen army.

Songshou naturally couldn't go to the front line. The reports sent back were optimistic at first, but then became increasingly critical. The bannermen had looted Fuzhou, and the civilians inside the city had fled as much as possible. The pressure of defending the city fell entirely on the bannermen. After several days of continuous fighting, the bannermen's initial sharp spirit was worn down. With such an elite force suddenly joining the battle, the bannermen suffered heavy losses.

Moreover, this unit didn't fight recklessly; they fought with great method. When attacking frontally, there were always flank and rear sneak attacks. Several attacks nearly succeeded. The bannermen troops relied entirely on their ample ammunition to suppress with firepower, barely managing to keep the city from falling. After holding out for a few days, the bannermen's ammunition was running low, but this army still maintained vigorous fighting will and stamina.

After a night of harassment, just at dawn, this army suddenly launched a fierce attack regardless of casualties. The bannermen were sleepy and exhausted, plus they were low on ammo; unexpectedly, the city wall was breached, and the city gate opened. The New Army immediately charged in. Reports of positions falling came one after another. The bannermen knew what they had done; they knew exactly what the slogan "Kill all the Tartars, avenge the elders of Fuzhou!" shouted from the other side referred to. That wasn't a blood debt from two hundred years ago, but the sins the Manchus had committed ten days ago.

The Fuzhou civilians who had been hiding in their homes, refusing to help when the bannermen forced them, now came out to help the New Army. They carried supplies and transported the wounded. The bannermen managed to temporarily hold off the New Army's attack relying on street barricades and terrain. But after the civilians helped the New Army drag cannons into Fuzhou City, the situation was irretrievable. The barricades were blasted open by cannons, and the Guangfu Society people led the New Army into hand-to-hand combat with the bannermen. The bannermen might have been okay at shooting, but in melee, they no longer had the prowess of two hundred years ago.

By this time, reporting the situation no longer required official documents; Songshou's personal guards told him what they saw with their own eyes. The Guangfu Society troops were extremely skilled at close combat. In particular, there was a unit of female soldiers acting as the vanguard. They all wielded a long sword in one hand and a revolver in the other, slashing and shooting; the bannermen were no match for them. The New Army had no women, so these female soldiers were definitely Guangfu Society people. Only now could Songshou confirm this matter.

After the street barricades were breached, the bannermen's battle still didn't end. They now began their final resistance centered around the Viceroy's Yamen. The families of these bannermen were all in this area. If the Guangfu Society and New Army broke in, the fate of these women and children didn't need imagining. The looted pharmacies had poisons. Arsenic, sulfur, even square gold bars—all could be used for suicide.

At this moment, Songshou heard the cannon fire pause, but the gunfire, which had paused for a moment, became intense again. And the shots were getting closer; the screams of bannermen being hit were clearly audible. Just then, a guard rushed into the room. "Your Excellency..." The guard cried out only once before he couldn't go on, falling to the ground and weeping bitterly.

"I know." Viceroy Songshou knew the final moment had arrived. He picked up another piece of pork elbow. This time he didn't pause; Songshou put the pork elbow into his mouth. The cook's skill was still good to the end. The elbow was delicious, the meat tender, the skin chewy.

Sighing, Songshou opened the bottle of poison and drank it in one gulp. Unknowingly, tears were already streaming down his face. Not caring about anything else, Songshou poured himself another cup of Fen wine, then smashed the wine jar on the furniture, shattering it.

"Bring a torch," Songshou shouted to the guard.

"Your... Your Excellency!" The guard didn't understand what he meant.

"Burn me with a fire, so those people don't chop off my head to display to the public," Songshou laughed tragically.

The guard understood Songshou's meaning and hurriedly ran out crying to find fire. Watching the guard's retreating back, Songshou raised his cup again and drank the last cup of wine. Just as he wanted to shout something, Songshou felt a sharp pain start in his abdomen.

Duan Qirui received the results of the Battle of Fuzhou five days later. The Manchu women, children, and elderly had all taken poison and committed suicide. The Manchu men were wiped out by the New Army. Viceroy Songshou self-immolated; due to the excessive number of corpses in the Viceroy's residence, he was never found in the end.

Flicking the paper, Duan Qirui gave a cold laugh. This wasn't just a change in Fujian; after the Manchus pulled such a stunt in Fujian, it was hard to predict how other provinces would view the Manchus. And after this incident, how would more forces think to use the existence of the Manchus?

Beiyang finally had a chance to flex its muscles in this chaos. Duan Qirui could at least be certain of this.
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Chapter 76: Changes in Various Provinces (Part 8)

"I always felt that the enemies in the various provinces were very strong. Why has the situation deteriorated to such an extent?" Xie Mingxian asked very bluntly. Since returning to the base area after the negotiations, Xie Mingxian had received news that wars had broken out between the New Army and the Banner Army in both Fujian and Shaanxi.

When Chen Ke negotiated peace with Yuan Shikai back then, many comrades could not accept it. Even though Chen Ke confidently said, "Watch them build their vermilion towers, watch them feast their guests, and watch their towers collapse," comrades still felt that Chen Ke was being too optimistic. It was just that they couldn't come up with a stronger reason.

Comrades generally believed that after the fall of the Manchu Qing, the various provinces would be able to develop fully and there should be a considerable degree of improvement. The intelligence constantly sent back to the base area from all over the country clearly did not support this view. The situation in the various provinces had not improved in the slightest; instead, chaos began to spread. Jiangsu fell into an economic crisis, Zhejiang was torn apart, and civil wars simply broke out in Fujian and Shaanxi. The Beiyang clique fell into a financial crisis. Only the base area continued to walk step-by-step on the path planned by Chairman Chen Ke.

At the regular meeting of the Hubei Provincial Committee, Xie Mingxian raised this question that confused all the comrades. Why had the situation in the various provinces begun to deteriorate?

"Originally, the Manchu Qing at least had a nominal organization. If there were problems, the provinces pushed them to the Manchu Qing central government, so it looked like it could be maintained on the surface. Now that the provinces are starting to try to solve problems on their own, it would be strange if there wasn't chaos," Chen Ke explained.

"Then why do we look like we don't have any problems?" Xie Mingxian still felt it was incredible.

"We only have more problems than the provinces, it's just that we rely on the organization to constantly solve problems. Of the other provinces, those that can solve problems invariably have organizations. The higher the degree of organization, the faster the speed of solving problems. The reason the base area and Beiyang can hold on is that these two political forces have the highest degree of organization. Jiangsu is trying to build their own organization, and now they are struggling to solve problems. Comrade Xie Mingxian, you went to Jiangsu for negotiations, you can see this problem," Chen Ke continued to explain.

Cadre training is a very arduous task. Chen Ke felt that Commander Xie Mingxian obviously had "insufficient revolutionary consciousness" and still failed to consciously use the dialectics he had learned to look at problems. The history of the People's Party is much easier than the Party in history. The external enemies are weak, and the People's Party only needs to concentrate on building its own organization to succeed. Even so, Chen Ke had exhausted his efforts. It is a very arduous process for a person to broaden their horizons and go from spontaneous to conscious.

Recognizing the social nature of human beings themselves is very arduous. It requires believing that one is part of the great system of society, while human biological instincts will unconsciously treat oneself as the core of the world's operation. A long time ago, Chen Ke always felt that he couldn't understand many of Grandpa Mao's words, such as "We are all screws of the revolution." Chen Ke felt that was just singing high-profile tunes. Now he understands that these are sincere words. Even as the Party Chairman now, Chen Ke is just a link within the large organization and large system of the People's Party. If this system is to operate normally, every link is very important, and there is really no distinction between high and low for every comrade.

For example, letting Xie Mingxian be responsible for negotiations. Even if the People's Party does everything else well, once Xie Mingxian drops the ball, the work of negotiation will be ruined immediately. Chen Ke is now in the early 20th century. He now understands why he repeatedly hit walls and always failed in the early 21st century. That was all because Chen Ke in the 21st century did not understand that he was forever just a link in things. No one can hold up the sky relying solely on themselves.

Why is the social system very important? Because everyone has their own interests and selfishness. To solve the problem of interests, one must rely on the system. To solve the problem of selfishness, one must rely on education, training, and improving everyone's cognitive ability. Chen Ke must complete his job as Party Chairman.

"Comrades, to analyze the chaos in the various provinces, we must rely on dialectics. We must have a correct understanding of 'On Contradiction'. The problem in Jiangsu is that Wang Youhong is trying to establish a new ruling class. In the process of smoothing this out, the contradiction is who dominates the distribution. Regardless of whether the gentry are plotting for the power of the entire Jiangsu, the gentry demand absolute control over their own one-acre-three-quarters of land. And if Wang Youhong wants to effectively solve problems, he must break the gentry's absolute dominance over private land."

Chen Ke began to analyze the external situation. The comrades listened very seriously and also very relaxed. The People's Party meetings were not just a formality; every time, problems and principles were discussed. Everyone's understanding of economic development and political changes was far higher than other political forces of this era.

"We, the People's Party, have already solved this problem. Through the construction of the People's Party itself, we have dominated the politics of the base area through the Laborers' Alliance. Through land reform, we have greatly socialized land, this means of production. So now we can maximize the development of productive forces. Moreover, we let the benefits obtained turn back to improve people's lives, promoting the development of science and democracy. We haven't done anything amazing; we just did things that conform to the laws. We just conform to the laws promoting social development more than those other provinces. Comrades, guard against arrogance and rashness, and continue to advance."

"Chairman Chen, will other provinces all break out in this kind of struggle for dominance?" Xie Mingxian asked.

Chen Ke praised greatly in his heart after hearing this. Xie Mingxian counted as having grasped the principal contradiction of the future. To grasp the thoughts within the Party, the best method is none other than open discussion. Chen Ke prepared to see to what extent the comrades understood these issues.

"Comrades, the fall of the Manchu Qing is already inevitable. Then there will definitely be adherents of the old dynasty. Facing the future chaotic situation, the adherents will say, 'After the Qing fell, China didn't get better either!' Using this as proof that the Manchu Qing shouldn't have fallen. Since everyone feels that fierce conflicts will break out in the future, and even comprehensive civil war is unavoidable. How does everyone view this chaos?"

The comrades originally wanted to get views from Chen Ke, but they didn't expect to be asked by Chen Ke about their own views on the changes. Everyone couldn't help but frown. Xie Mingxian was the first to answer: "The struggle for power and profit is inevitable, right? Since the original system has collapsed and society needs order, a new system must be established. This process is not a dinner party."

This answer could be considered a passing score. At least Xie Mingxian didn't oppose change at all. Comrades nodded one after another. The People's Party was originally the biggest revolutionary party and rebel organization. Comrades were already quite accustomed to destruction and reconstruction. Everyone nodded one after another, expressing agreement with Xie Mingxian's view.

Lu Huitian, who hadn't said much all along, suddenly spoke up. His voice was loud and his attitude was firm. It seemed he had his own complete thoughts on this issue. "Adherents of the old dynasty hold a rightist view. They fear progress and oppose progress, simply viewing this struggle as the kind of power struggle within the Manchu Qing system, without seeing that this is already a completely different struggle. More political forces have actively or passively been drawn into national operations. This in itself is a kind of progress. More and more people are forced to be drawn into considerations of national operations, forced to open their vision from the small circle before their eyes and cast it into the broader and more comprehensive real world. This is a kind of liberation in thought."

The comrades' eyes lit up after hearing this. Lu Huitian had been relatively dull these days. Now that he suddenly spoke with a firm attitude, a considerable number of comrades were not particularly surprised by this. Since Chairman Chen began to preside over the work in Hubei, Lu Huitian naturally had to retreat to the position of a subordinate. If he were to steal the limelight from Chen Ke, it would be incomprehensible.

But Chen Ke and some commanders who were more sensitive to politics knew that things were by no means that simple. Lu Huitian had always been considered relatively right-wing by Chen Ke. Now that he clearly opposed the rightists, this could be considered a kind of statement.

"Then Comrade Lu Huitian, facing our current situation, what measures do you think we should take?" Chen Ke asked.

"Handle our own affairs well first." Lu Huitian's voice remained loud. "After the fall of the Manchu Qing, China's most reactionary political force was overthrown. Our contradiction with other forces has shifted from a secondary contradiction to the principal contradiction. Then, before these contradictions thoroughly intensify to the point where they must be resolved, we handle our own problems well first. Just as 'On Contradiction' says, in a war between two armies, one wins and one loses; so victory and defeat are both determined by internal causes. The winner wins either because of their strength or because of their correct command; the loser loses either because of their weakness or because of their improper command. External causes become operative through internal causes. But the core point is that society is progressing and developing. What we need to do is to constantly push the revolution forward, instead of treating the current situation as immutable, or even trying to play some meaningless tricks because the situation seemingly looks favorable to us now."

Chen Ke's eyes lit up. Lu Huitian was making a statement, and it was based on extremely profound cognition. Not only Chen Ke, but the comrades' eyes also lit up. When Lu Huitian talked about contradictions, everyone didn't feel there was anything very special. But Lu Huitian placing the emphasis on the key point of "social progress and development" really made people's eyes light up. All the achievements of the People's Party were built on the foundation of promoting social development. Chen Ke had said this countless times. The comrades also truly recognized this problem.

Discarding delusions about the current external situation and standing firmly on the basis of self-development is indeed the best method.

However, unifying thought is not a simple problem. Zheng Wenguang asked: "Our biggest future enemies are the European and American countries. Their strength is far greater than ours. 'On Contradiction' mentions that they have the ability to support forces within the country that oppose us. So how should we deal with this contradiction?"

This view immediately received the agreement of the People's Party cadres. The more the People's Party dealt with the foreign devils, the deeper everyone's understanding of the foreign devils became. Everyone had fewer puzzles, but now the worries right before their eyes were more numerous. The situation where struggle and cooperation with foreign devils existed simultaneously made many comrades feel worried. On one hand, the current People's Party needs the foreign devils' technology, equipment, and markets. Although the trade balance policy means that the contradiction between the People's Party and the foreign devils presents two sides of a struggle. But compared to the foreign devils, it is also an indisputable fact that the People's Party is in a disadvantageous position.

Recently, many comrades have raised many questions about this. Chen Ke had been suppressing them and not giving an explanation. Now that someone raised this question again, Chen Ke felt it wouldn't do not to give the comrades some confidence. He looked at the participating comrades and then said seriously: "My words following this are of the highest level of confidentiality regulations. All comrades are not allowed to mention this matter to anyone. Do you hear me?"

The emotions of the comrades at the Party meeting became excited. When Chen Ke made such a request, it meant he was going to speak about many key expectations for the future. These contents were also major contents of Chen Ke's strategic considerations. The meeting recorder changed the recording notebook; that was the top-secret recording notebook.

"Within five years, or even within four years, a great war will occur in Europe. In this great war, Europeans will divide into camps and drag the whole world in. Regardless of what thoughts European countries actually have about our People's Party, this war between them is where the biggest contradiction lies. All other contradictions must give way to this war. As long as we stick to our stance unwaveringly and don't give the enemy a chance to exploit loopholes, European countries will definitely choose cooperation. Everyone doesn't need to worry about this problem."

Although Chen Ke always claimed to speak science, his frequent predictions that were accurate like a miracle worker constructed a feeling of "not scientific enough" in the hearts of the comrades. Since Chen Ke predicted so firmly that a war would occur in Europe within five years, everyone really believed that a war would occur in Europe within five years.

If the strategic basis is placed on the outbreak of war in Europe within five years, with the current theoretical knowledge of the People's Party cadres, everyone can indeed analyze clearly that it is impossible for Europe to have a real military conflict with the People's Party.

"Then what is the reason?" Xie Mingxian couldn't help but ask.

"Because of economic crisis," Chen Ke answered. He had an indescribable feeling about economic crises. In the history of the Republic, China had always had various shortage crises and hadn't really had a true surplus crisis yet. Even in the era most likely to cause a surplus crisis, China's economy remained very robust by joining the world trade system, selling Chinese goods globally, plus the drive of domestic infrastructure construction. So Chen Ke's feeling about economic crises was very strange.

Inside the base area, there are crises everywhere now. It's an agricultural country, after all; it's in an economic crisis every day. The economic crisis of an industrial country is really a luxurious worry.

The comrades had heard Chen Ke talk about economic crises. From the perspective of the base area, there was shortage everywhere, yet an economic crisis could still be produced; this was really a problem that couldn't be understood. The base area never had a tendency towards egalitarianism. Chen Ke detested that set of "egalitarianism" of the small peasantry; that was a sign of formalism. Demanding superficial fairness meant huge unfairness within the system. If superficial fairness was taken as justice, the result would be disastrous.

But the more they could understand the equality of laborers, the less comrades could understand the problem of "economic crisis". No matter how Chen Ke said "The purpose of the capitalist system is for trading; capitalists wish they could put a clear price tag on all behaviors in society," comrades still couldn't quite understand this matter.

As in the past, the discussion on economic crisis this time still deviated from the main theme.

"Why are capitalists so bad?" This question was raised again.

Chen Ke was helpless. The capitalist system itself is not for evil and cruelty, but this system leads to terrible cruelty and evil at the current stage. However, in terms of productivity levels, the base area is far from reaching the height of developed capitalist countries, so this kind of moral evaluation is very inappropriate. This easily confuses the issue.

"Comrades, this has nothing to do with personal likes and dislikes. If capitalists cannot obtain profits, they will be eliminated by competition," Chen Ke continued to explain.

"Then why don't the people rise up and resist?"

"They resisted, and then they were suppressed. Moreover, capitalist countries also provided some opportunities to their own oppressed people by plundering colonies. Cruel internal suppression includes exile and beheading. At the same time, they plunder colonies, suppress raw material prices, and dump goods. They earn huge profits. These profits are used to maintain state violence apparatuses and also give the people a bite of food to survive. Even so, Europe doing this now has reached its end. Their internal pressure cannot be released, and the war in Europe is about to begin. This is the inevitable result of the capitalist system."

"Then do we just watch such a good situation in vain and not intervene?" Xie Mingxian raised this representative question.

"Comrades, I have always believed that the socialist system does not exist to oppose. If one thinks this way, one is too self-degrading. Just like our People's Party's revolution, it is not to oppose the Manchu Qing, but the revolution needs to overthrow the decadent and backward Manchu Qing. Revolution is a kind of social development that constantly moves forward. Just like the revolutionary parties in many provinces now believe that as long as the Manchu Qing falls, the world will be at peace, and China can become a powerful country overnight. After so much revolution and construction in the base area, everyone has seen that this is impossible. If we also defined our people's revolution this way from the beginning, then what kind of situation would it be now? It would definitely be like many provinces, helpless in the face of reality. The socialist system talks about the constant development of productive forces and the constant promotion of science and democracy. Instead of first describing a perfect heaven on earth and then letting everyone do it according to this. This is a problem that absolutely cannot be confused. Comrade Lu Huitian said it very well: development, progress, this is the only theme."

Hearing this explanation, the comrades finally pulled their train of thought back to the track. Chen Ke also breathed a slight sigh of relief. The Party started the revolution with the stance of saving the nation and survival back then. The harsh reality made the Party incomparably strong. in an era where external pressure was not as great as in history, Chen Ke could only barely hold the situation through theoretical education. But with the progress and development of the times, many comrades would gradually become numb to the fact that "the times are constantly progressing".

Why was Grandpa Mao able to be so great? Chen Ke now believes that he was a person who was incomparably strong spiritually and was a person who always moved forward. If one thinks that "the people are masters of their own house forever", Grandpa Mao never thought that anything should be for all eternity. This is his greatness, and also the place where he is most easily misunderstood. The gap between a true great man and a mortal like Chen Ke is just this big. Chen Ke relied entirely on the traversing person's instinctive desire to return to the familiar industrial age to constantly move forward. Even coming from the downstream of history and firmly following the Party's trajectory, advancing along the path of liberation pointed out by Grandpa Mao, Chen Ke could only barely understand these.

Because he understood these, Chen Ke could understand what a fallen bastard he used to be. Realizing this, Chen Ke could become humble, cautious, and tolerant.

Facing the comrades' nonsense, Chen Ke remembered the education of his junior high school chemistry teacher back then; she was a winner of the May 1st Labor Medal. She described the path of students understanding chemistry like this: "The first stage, memorize equations. The second stage, start making up new equations based on equations. The third stage, have the maximum degree of imagination and understanding, while extremely abiding by basic principles."

This was a teacher who truly understood chemistry education. The principles of the world are all interconnected. Revolutionaries should actually be like this too, possessing the maximum degree of imagination and understanding, but extremely abiding by basic principles. In his university days, Chen Ke could sit in front of a reactor for 40 hours meticulously and record data every 20 minutes. But when he got into society, he actually completely deviated from this correct attitude, always hoping to obtain a permanent comfortable life through a decisive victory.

And holding this kind of thought was not only Chen Ke. Most of the other political forces in China now are like this. Including People's Party members, they also started to have similar thoughts.

Although "On Contradiction" repeatedly emphasized that when contradiction ends forever, it is the time of death. But countless people run all the way towards death, still thinking they are advancing towards a bright future. This kind of extreme seriousness and absurdity made Chen Ke really want to explain this truth thoroughly to everyone, but he also felt that everyone really wouldn't believe that the only "once and for all" that exists in this world is death.

Looking at the comrades discussing animatedly, Chen Ke sighed. No wonder the Party loves to hold meetings, and Grandpa Mao also opposed dogmatism the most. If meetings weren't held, and goals couldn't be determined in stages, then it would inevitably make big jokes, and was destined to guide the revolutionary work into a situation of eternal damnation.

"Comrades, since Europe has already extended its tentacles to the whole world, then let us discuss the work in Hubei with the outbreak of the First World War in 1905 as the basic strategic consideration." Chen Ke used a realistic reason to interrupt the discussion that was obviously not scientific enough.

With specific conditions, the discussion got on the right track. Since Europe cannot launch a comprehensive war of invading China, cooperation is indeed the mainstream at the current stage. The struggle with Europe has turned into not giving Europe a chance to intervene in China, and the current situation in China must be stabilized to ensure basic unity.

The discussion soon had the first conclusion: the relationship of continued cooperation with Yuan Shikai must be confirmed. And the People's Party has completely abided by the contents of the agreement with Yuan Shikai in the previous stage up to now. Then this lays a solid foundation for the cooperation in the next stage.

Of course, some comrades also raised questions. "Since there were no problems in the cooperation in the previous stage, why do we have to discuss the next step of cooperation with Yuan Shikai?"

"Because the basis of cooperation has changed," Lu Huitian answered. "In the previous cooperation, Yuan Shikai's purpose was to stabilize the situation to facilitate his seizure of central power. Now the situation has developed to where the fall of the Manchu Qing has become a foregone conclusion. And the provinces are in a mess internally. What Yuan Shikai is concerned about now is his complete control of the situation, not simply stabilizing the situation. If we don't negotiate further with him at this time, Yuan Shikai will instead have many misunderstandings about us. Cooperation, firstly, is to eliminate misunderstandings."

"But won't we eventually have a decisive battle with Beiyang?"

"This is a consensus, not a misunderstanding." It seemed Lu Huitian had really read "On Contradiction" thoroughly. "The contradiction of ultimate dominance between us and Beiyang always exists unless one of our two sides disappears. Before the contradiction between the two sides develops to the degree of military conflict, it is necessary for us to carry out cooperation to the maximum extent. This is not us wanting to compromise with Beiyang. The reason for doing this is that deep contradictions also exist between us and other forces. To solve these contradictions, we must cooperate with Beiyang."

Speaking to this point, the comrades had no more objections. The remaining problem was the candidate for the delegation.

"Comrade Lu Huitian, are you interested in leading the team to Beiyang?" Chen Ke called the roll.

"I obey the organization's arrangement." Lu Huitian answered very crisply.
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Chapter 77: Changes in Various Provinces (Part 9)

"Lu Huitian!" Yuan Shikai had a deep impression of this person. Back then, Chen Ke had sent him to negotiate, and at that time, Lu Huitian had been so arrogant and rude...

"Yuan Gong, Lu Huitian is now the Secretary of the Hubei Provincial Committee of the People's Party. It's equivalent to the position of Governor of Hubei," Yang Du said. He didn't know about the past entanglements between Yuan Shikai and Lu Huitian.

"What Hubei Provincial Committee Secretary? He's just a supervising eunuch, isn't he?" Wang Shizhen made a rare harsh remark.

Seeing the attitude of the two, Yang Du realized that this Lu Huitian must have greatly offended Yuan Shikai and Wang Shizhen. However, he didn't dare to ask. Although the members of the People's Party were all young, they were truly capable of endurance when it came to doing things. The Beiyang side had also discussed whether the People's Party would take advantage of this once-in-a-lifetime opportunity to expand everywhere. But the People's Party had surprisingly stopped at the territories they had already acquired so far. In other aspects, they conducted completely fair trade, which instead made people feel that the People's Party harbored particularly ill intentions.

"Pinqing, what do you think Chen Ke wants to do this time?" Yuan Shikai asked Wang Shizhen.

Wang Shizhen did not answer immediately; the People's Party had grasped this timing too perfectly. Yuan Shikai was currently burnt out by financial problems, while the People's Party was now exporting large quantities of soda ash and industrial acid to the north. The prices were much cheaper than imports, and they captured the northern market all at once. In three months, sales alone had reached the figure of one million taels. If this continued, it would be an income of at least four million taels a year. Although Wang Shizhen was now the Minister of the Army, he was still Yuan Shikai's most important strategist. In Wang Shizhen's view, the purpose of the People's Party's trip was likely still for money.

"Yuan Gong, I think the People's Party wants more cooperation this time," Wang Shizhen replied.

"Oh?" Yuan Shikai felt a bit surprised. In these times, people who came to Yuan Shikai usually had favors to ask. Even those who came to "offer plans and strategies" were doing so to seek an official position; they still wanted something from Yuan Shikai. The People's Party was an outlier Yuan Shikai had encountered. Dealing with the People's Party was very relaxing; they didn't play dirty tricks but went straight for it.

As far as Yuan Shikai knew, although the People's Party were great rebels, there were many scholars among them. Yet, they did things even more straightforwardly than great bandits. The impression left on Yuan Shikai from their few dealings was, "They dare to say anything, and if they say it, they dare to do it." So, excessive preparation was actually meaningless.

Thinking of this, Yuan Shikai said, "Forget it, let him in."

After seeing Lu Huitian, Yuan Shikai felt that Lu Huitian had changed somewhat, at least he was much more cheerful than the last time they met. After taking their seats and exchanging greetings, Lu Huitian didn't have that fake, sickly air from their last meeting. Pure polite language was just polite language, as simple as it could be.

"Yuan Gong, the British in Wuhan contacted us, wanting to fool us with some trick of recognizing our status as a belligerent party. We refused. Chairman Chen has sent a telegram to Yuan Gong. I wonder if Yuan Gong has seen it?" Lu Huitian went straight to the point.

Yuan Shikai was actually very satisfied with this matter. If the People's Party didn't give the British a chance to intervene, Yuan Shikai's life would be much easier. The British already had enough leverage to suppress Yuan Shikai; if the People's Party stabbed him in the back, the British would probably be even tougher.

"I appreciate Wenqing's kindness. I wonder what good news Wenqing has prepared to send me this time?" Yuan Shikai spoke very subtly.

"Chairman Chen sent me here mainly for two things. First, the issue of customs tariffs; we don't know what Yuan Gong's plans are. Second, there is great chaos in Fujian recently; what are Yuan Gong's plans?" Lu Huitian replied.

"Regarding the tariff matter, what plans does Wenqing have? As far as we know, Wenqing has made quite a lot recently. Is Wenqing sending Brother Lu to give me money?" Yuan Shikai laughed. The People's Party did huge business with foreigners, and Yuan Shikai had long been jealous. But he couldn't beat the People's Party, so naturally, there was no room to intervene. However, the People's Party was already a major seller in several businesses in the north. Yuan Shikai hadn't made a move temporarily, but that didn't mean he would never make a move.

"Yuan Gong is joking. With the great power of Beiyang, wouldn't it be better to make money together?" Lu Huitian didn't smile. Compared to before, Lu Huitian felt that some of his ideas had changed significantly. One of them was that Lu Huitian would no longer think that politics could override economics. Chen Ke had a saying that left a deep impression on Lu Huitian: "Business is business." Previously, Lu Huitian liked to do things "perfectly," meaning he hoped all parties could have a common positive evaluation of a matter. Now he finally realized that this attitude itself was a specific manifestation of being foolish.

Contradictions are always a unity of opposites; if there are no opposing sides, there is no contradiction. Surrounding the same matter, it is impossible to have a unified evaluation. After realizing this, Lu Huitian could completely accept different attitudes.

"Yuan Gong, we know that cotton planting in Hebei and Shandong is quite good. If the price is right, we are willing to purchase from Yuan Gong," Lu Huitian said.

Yuan Shikai and Wang Shizhen looked at each other. The People's Party had earned a large sum of money from the north, which was a terrible loss of blood for the financially tight Beiyang. But the products produced by the People's Party were things Beiyang could not produce itself: soda ash, industrial acid, hardware products, and recently silk. Beiyang could only purchase unilaterally. The People's Party's willingness to buy cotton on a large scale was a very big deal.

"What does Wenqing mean by this?" Yuan Shikai was very puzzled. Chen Ke couldn't possibly give money to Yuan Shikai for nothing. Moreover, the cotton mills in Tianjin also needed a large amount of cotton; the cotton produced in the north might not necessarily be enough to sell much.

"Chairman Chen believes that the north is currently an important market for the People's Party. If we don't balance trade with the north, Yuan Gong will certainly not agree. After we balanced trade with the foreign devils, business has been going well. For the north, we also have such a plan. We can discuss matters in this regard. There are so many good things in the north, and we need them all."

It must be said that Lu Huitian's politeness this time was far from the level Yuan Shikai hoped for, but Yuan Shikai felt that Lu Huitian was much more pleasing to the eye at this moment. Beiyang needed money. Collecting commercial taxes was indeed a big business, but these commercial taxes were far from enough for Yuan Shikai's needs.

"What exactly does Wenqing mean?" Yuan Shikai asked.

Lu Huitian took out a document and distributed it to Yuan Shikai and Wang Shizhen. At this time, besides these two, Yang Du was also in the room. Lu Huitian wanted to hand another copy to Yang Du. Yang Du wanted to see it, but still refused. "Huchan, you listen too," Yuan Shikai said.

With Yuan Shikai's order, Yang Du then took the document Lu Huitian gave him.

"Yuan Gong, this is a chart of sales and profits," Lu Huitian explained. This was the key part of the business cooperation Chen Ke wanted with Yuan Shikai. If the price was too low, there would be no profit; but if the price was too high, the common people couldn't afford it. So modern commerce would select a total sales volume equilibrium point and conduct commercial operations around this equilibrium point.

This was the case for the People's Party's bulk commodities, especially several heavy chemical products. Although it was a monopoly business, the selling price was very particular. In addition to selling large quantities overseas, domestic sales must have an overall consciousness. Within the People's Party, it was well understood that the People's Party's good days now were built on the foundation of massive trade. Not only the overseas market but also the domestic market was needed. For other provinces, the People's Party had no way for the time being. But Beiyang was a very good breakthrough point. And Beiyang also had a financial crisis; they needed money more than anyone else.

This theory was not complex; Yuan Shikai and the others understood it as soon as they heard it. The People's Party wanted to conduct large-scale commercial dealings with Yuan Shikai on the basis of a balance of payments.

"What does Wenqing want our Beiyang to do?" Yuan Shikai was unclear about the role he was to play.

"In some commodities, we are the big sellers, so we also need a big buyer. And in many commodities, we are the big buyers, so we also need a big seller. Apart from Beiyang, we cannot find other partners," Lu Huitian stated the final answer.

Yang Du was young after all; hearing this, he couldn't help but show joy on his face. Yuan Shikai and Wang Shizhen, however, looked serious. The proposal Chen Ke made was very attractive. But Chen Ke was not a fool; doing this, he would not get any benefit on his books. Although commercial tax was a major income, unless Chen Ke had other profits, spending so much effort would still feel somewhat not worth the gain.

"What does Wenqing want to get from my Beiyang?" Yuan Shikai asked.

Lu Huitian explained the People's Party's economic policy to Yuan Shikai. If the people in the base areas did not have a large number of employment opportunities, their lives could not be improved. Chen Ke firmly opposed any welfare system. If you want to make money, you have to work. And the People's Party must provide employment opportunities to the greatest extent. If there were no large quantities of raw materials, many factories could not start work either.

And Lu Huitian also had things he couldn't tell Yuan Shikai. Regarding the First World War, the People's Party had discussed it, and everyone temporarily agreed with Chen Ke's view: "Europe must purchase commodities from all over the world to meet war demands." If a large number of factories were not built now, the People's Party would not be able to provide commodities to Europe in large quantities when the time came.

"Besides cotton, what else does Wenqing want to buy from us?" Yuan Shikai asked.

"Wool. Massive amounts of wool from Inner and Outer Mongolia," Lu Huitian replied.

Wool was a good thing. Besides wool spinning, Chen Ke had asked the comrades of the People's Party to try on a kind of boot with a cowhide surface and a lining of sheep's wool. It was truly warm to wear in winter. And the wool yarn spun from wool and the sweaters knitted from it were also very good warm clothing after the weather turned cold. The base area alone could basically digest this commodity thoroughly, and there was no need to consider export issues at all.

"Yuan Gong, the Beijing-Zhangjiakou Railway has been completed. It is very convenient to transport wool directly from the Beijing-Zhangjiakou Railway to Beijing and then load it onto ships for water transport. The only problem is the price. As long as the price is right, we will take as much as there is. So we want to set up a station in the north specifically for the initial processing of wool, and then transport it to our base area. We will leave the matter of purchasing wool to Yuan Gong."

Waves of fluctuation rose in Yuan Shikai's heart. He had been buying off the Mongolian princes, but the effect of force alone was limited. Beiyang didn't have much money. Throwing money at those princes would never fill their appetites. But wool was not something valuable in Inner and Outer Mongolia; there was as much as one wanted. As long as some money was given, the princes of Inner and Outer Mongolia would only feel that this was a pie falling from the sky. However, Chen Ke's vision of economic layout made Yuan Shikai feel very uncomfortable.

As the saying goes, no one ploughs barren land, but once ploughed, people fight for it. The People's Party knew to increase employment opportunities for the people in the base areas; didn't Yuan Shikai know that increasing employment opportunities had benefits?

Lu Huitian knew Yuan Shikai would definitely think this way. In fact, the base area was not only trying to raise sheep itself but also planting a lot of cotton. Regarding purchasing raw materials from other provinces, everyone also found it hard to accept. China had always been in scarcity. Even if one didn't earn other people's money, it would trigger a huge sense of loss. The views on the economy within the base area were more scientific, so this feeling of loss was also stronger.

After a period of silence, Yuan Shikai finally spoke, "Is this the only thing Wenqing asked you to come for?"

Lu Huitian didn't expect Yuan Shikai to make up his mind immediately. "Chairman Chen wants to ask Yuan Gong, if the Manchu Qing is completely destroyed, will the customs issue still follow the previous agreement?"

Yuan Shikai didn't expect Chen Ke to really want to confirm this matter. He actually hadn't thought much about it. He wanted to simply answer that it would follow the previous agreement, but Yuan Shikai held back. Chen Ke asking this definitely had many reasons. He asked, "Does Wenqing have any changes?"

"We have signed several new agreements with the British. This part of sales does not involve the domestic market, so I'm afraid we cannot include these incomes in the original agreement when the time comes," Lu Huitian replied.

"What is the amount?" Yuan Shikai asked casually.

"Imports and exports of forty million taels a year."

After Lu Huitian said this number, the eyes of Yuan Shikai, Wang Shizhen, and Yang Du could not help but widen. No wonder Chen Ke was unwilling to count these deals in the original agreement. Even at a 5% tariff, these deals meant two million taels of tax money a year. Converted into silver dollars, it was nearly four million a year. Even if Yuan Shikai collected a bit less, he could earn one million silver dollars a year. Enough to support a division of the New Army.

"I'm afraid this... needs to be discussed further," Yuan Shikai almost rejected it directly. But he understood very well that if the Manchu Qing did not fall, he would not be able to touch this money no matter what. Even if the Manchu Qing fell, this money might not necessarily fall into his hands. To get one million silver dollars a year, he had to give Chen Ke enough benefits.

"We can talk about this later. I heard you mention the Fujian matter, Hui Tian, but I don't know what thoughts Wenqing has on Fujian," Yuan Shikai felt that Lu Huitian's main purpose was probably to have designs on Fujian.

"We ask Yuan Gong to restore the situation in Fujian as soon as possible. Or does Yuan Gong simply not want Fujian to join next year's National Assembly discussion? No matter what, we will not intervene in Fujian affairs, but if Fujian continues to be in such chaos, we will not be at ease either," Lu Huitian replied.

"Wenqing is unwilling to pacify the chaos in Fujian?" Yuan Shikai asked.

"If we wanted to strike at the Manchu forces in Fujian, we would have sent troops long ago. But since we have reached an agreement with Yuan Gong, we naturally will not break the contract. We sincerely hope that Yuan Gong can control the situation. Then everyone can live a good life. What benefit is there for us if the surrounding areas are making such a disturbance?" Lu Huitian emphasized this issue.

Such high-sounding words made Yuan Shikai unable to make heads or tails of it. Did Chen Ke genuinely want peace under heaven? Beiyang was now fully preparing to seize larger territories and interests amidst the chaos, while the People's Party seemed to have no interest in this turmoil. What on earth did they want?

But no matter how he asked, Lu Huitian's attitude remained consistent: he hoped Yuan Shikai could quickly settle the situation and completely overthrow the Manchu Qing. And conduct larger-scale trade with the People's Party. This looked somewhat surprising no matter how one looked at it. After sending Lu Huitian away, Yuan Shikai asked Wang Shizhen, "Pinqing, what trick is Chen Ke playing?"

Wang Shizhen also couldn't figure it out. What benefit did the expansion of Beiyang bring to the People's Party? Since the People's Party rejected the British threat, it meant the People's Party was unwilling to cause trouble for Beiyang. But the People's Party showed no signs of fearing Beiyang at all. What did they want?

"Yuan Gong, could it be that the People's Party genuinely doesn't want China to fall into chaos?" Yang Du asked hesitantly.

This question was really a bit silly. Yuan Shikai sneered, "They are the chief culprits of the chaos in the world; would they be afraid of the world being in chaos?"

"The People's Party only wants to overthrow the Imperial Court; it doesn't mean they want China to be in great chaos." Yang Du's voice was not loud, but he was not too fearful.

"Hmph!" Yuan Shikai snorted coldly. If one said they wanted to save the country and the people, he couldn't categorically deny that the People's Party had this intention. But under the current situation, Yuan Shikai would absolutely not admit that anyone was more loyal to the country than he was.

Wang Shizhen always felt that Yang Du was an opportunist, so he was never very polite to Yang Du. "Huchan, the People's Party is full of deceit and is definitely not of a kind sort. How about this, you talk to that Lu Huitian in private and see what he exactly wants."

Yang Du looked at Yuan Shikai. Yuan Shikai nodded, "Huchan, whatever they say, you might as well go along with it. We must know what they want."

After Yang Du went out, Wang Shizhen said, "Yuan Gong, the People's Party has already seen the situation of chaos in the world; I'm afraid they want to fish in troubled waters. They came to probe our Beiyang this time; presumably, they haven't made preparations either. Having swallowed Jiangxi and Northern Jiangsu, the People's Party won't have the strength to enter Fujian for a while."

"Then what suggestions do you have, Pinqing?"

"That depends on whether Yuan Gong wants to stabilize the situation or prepare to cast a long line to catch a big fish. If Yuan Gong wants to stabilize the situation, then send troops into Fujian and Shaanxi to restore order. Anyway, looking at it now, the generals are all waiting for Yuan Gong to distribute the titles of Provincial Governors. Why not start with these two provinces? Moreover, Zhejiang hangs alone in the south of the Yangtze; if we can possess Fujian, the south of the Yangtze will be connected into one piece. As for Shaanxi, if one wants to enter Sichuan, one must capture Shaanxi. As long as Yuan Gong sends troops, the other provinces will know the severity and will behave."

Wang Shizhen analyzed very seriously, and Yuan Shikai nodded slightly. He was also indecisive now. Being able to directly seize more provinces was naturally best. But sending troops required money, and Beiyang's finances were stretched to the limit. The scale of troop dispatch couldn't be too large either. But the generals had been waiting for the distribution of governorships for a long time; if their demands were not met, Beiyang itself might start making trouble first.

Yuan Shikai actually had his own plan. Shandong, Shanxi, Henan, and Hebei must be directly controlled. Inner and Outer Mongolia should be semi-directly controlled. Other provinces could be assigned governors. But once assigned, Yuan Shikai would lose direct control over these provinces. If he assigned unloyal ones, it would be rearing tigers that would cause trouble in the future. If he assigned loyal ones, it would just be weakening his own strength. This was truly a dilemma.

Thinking of this, Yuan Shikai suddenly discovered that the People's Party had unexpectedly walked ahead of him again this time. Chen Ke's suggestion was actually asking Yuan Shikai to take a stand. And similar to the last time, the People's Party held the chips Yuan Shikai desperately desired in their hands. Yuan Shikai no longer had to pay for the expenses of the bannermen in various places. This had already saved a large sum of money. If there was commercial and tariff cooperation again, and Yuan Shikai's Beiyang government collected a certain amount of money from other provinces, the national fiscal revenue and expenditure could actually be balanced. There might even be some surplus.

Although the People's Party had unfathomable motives and harbored evil intentions, Yuan Shikai really couldn't think of how to refuse this temptation.

"Pinqing, do you think Chen Ke will come to Beijing to be an official once the Imperial Court is overthrown?" Although he knew Chen Ke was determined to be the local emperor of four provinces, Yuan Shikai still couldn't help but ask.

"Absolutely impossible," Wang Shizhen answered decisively.

Yuan Shikai sighed slightly before saying, "I want to control the situation quickly. Presumably, Chen Ke being so polite this time is actually to see if Beiyang really has the capability. If we are truly beyond our ability, they will make a move. I don't want that kid Chen Ke to look down on our Beiyang. Do you have any ideas for the candidates to send troops, Pinqing?"

"Let Cao Kun go to Shaanxi. Let Feng Guozhang go to Fujian," Wang Shizhen gave the answer.

"Cao Kun, if he is willing to go, send him to Shaanxi. Why send Feng Guozhang to Fujian?" Yuan Shikai asked.

"Let Duan Qirui return to Beijing immediately. If Yuan Gong can rest assured about Feng Guozhang, then let him temporarily guard the south of the Yangtze. Zhejiang and Fujian are too far from us, and separated by the People's Party's Huaihai Province in the middle. This is also Chen Ke being an old fox; the location he chose is too tricky," Wang Shizhen said.

Yuan Shikai subconsciously glanced at the map after hearing this. The People's Party stretched from the seaside all the way to Hubei, completely cutting off the north-south traffic. To go by land, one could only go through Sichuan to enter the south. But the People's Party held the Yimeng Mountains in the east and the Dabie Mountains in the west, occupying the strategic terrain. And Jiangxi in the south thrust straight into the south of the Yangtze, bordering Guangdong, Fujian, Hunan, and Zhejiang completely. They could march into these provinces at any time. Although the Huang-Huai Plain in the middle bordering Beiyang was vast, Beiyang really had no confidence in defeating the People's Party in large-scale field battles.

Once Beiyang distributed the generals, the central power would only be weakened. If they couldn't accumulate wealth quickly and build armies on a large scale, Beiyang couldn't win. But to make money, they had to reach an agreement with the People's Party. Yuan Shikai could figure out the joints inside, but Chen Ke always managed to grasp the situation first. Even if only for this point, Yuan Shikai wanted to teach Chen Ke a lesson.

After thinking for a long time, Yuan Shikai said, "Let's prepare to send troops then."
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Seeing Yang Du arrive for a visit, Lu Huitian dispensed with pleasantries and simply said, "Please sit."

Yang Du felt a bit unaccustomed to such a simple greeting. The accommodation Yuan Shikai had prepared for Lu Huitian was comfortable, with a Western-style layout. The living room had sofas with soft cushions made of a comfortable fabric—a sturdy silk-cotton blend. Yang Du didn't know this was a new product recently released by the People's Party, which was selling well in the luxury market in the North.

The room was quiet. Lu Huitian poured tea for both of them personally, then sat down calmly, looking at Yang Du with focused attention, waiting for him to state his purpose.

This reception method was different from the old bureaucratic habits of the Beiyang clique. There was no condescending bluster, nor was there that reserved aloofness attempting to keep people at a distance. Lu Huitian's focused attitude showed he took Yang Du's visit seriously. Yang Du felt a strange new sensation: Lu Huitian didn't care about Yang Du's status; he respected the Yang Du who was here to do business.

It was a kind of respect Yang Du was very unaccustomed to. It was also the first time someone treated Yang Du the person seriously, or rather, treated the Yang Du who bore responsibility seriously.

*This is a man who gets things done!* Yang Du sighed inwardly.

Yang Du knew that many people in the People's Party held high positions at a young age without relying on connections. Intelligence reports said their party chairman, Chen Ke, was currently only a thirty-year-old "middle-aged man." In the Beiyang clique, the only person who could compare with Chen Ke was probably Yuan Shikai himself. At thirty, Yuan Shikai, as the "Imperial Resident of Korea for Commercial and Diplomatic Affairs," was ostensibly the overlord of Korea.

Aside from him, among the remaining Beiyang generals, Yang Du was considered very young. In this year of 1910, he was only 36, yet he was a member of the cabinet. Theoretically, a central government position was more prestigious than a local one—if the People's Party was willing to recognize this current central government.

But the Lu Huitian before him had established his status as a senior cadre of the People's Party through solid achievements. Although it wasn't clear exactly what Lu Huitian had done, just from these two encounters, Yang Du could see Lu Huitian's characteristic of extreme focus on work. This was not a man easily dealt with.

"Mr. Lu, I came this time to ask what the People's Party truly intends to do. If it is convenient, please tell me plainly." Yang Du asked straight to the point. In Yang Du's experience, this kind of question usually yielded two types of answers: those with their own hidden agendas would talk around the subject, and those who were merely messengers would repeat what had already been said.

Lu Huitian's answer was simple. "I have already explained the purpose of my visit to Lord Yuan. Were you not present, Mr. Yang?"

Hearing Lu Huitian kick the ball back, with a hint of accusation in his tone, Yang Du smiled slightly. "Mr. Lu, both our sides have an agreement; I know a bit about that. But in the current situation, many things are changing. So I really want to know if there is anything Mr. Lu finds inconvenient to say to Lord Yuan face-to-face. If so, I can pass the message for you."

Lu Huitian did indeed need someone to pass a message. He said frankly, "Mr. Yang, our side's attitude is that we hope the previous agreement between both parties can continue to be maintained. However, there are many changes right now. I don't know if Mr. Yuan has told you, but we wanted four provinces, and let Mr. Yuan take the other regions as he pleased. But at that time, the other regions were still under the Manchu Qing system. None of the provinces had the nerve to challenge us. Now we are beginning to dedicate ourselves to restoring commerce, just as we now wish to conclude a commercial trade agreement with Lord Yuan. A problem arises here: if someone does not attack us militarily but maliciously obstructs the People's Party's normal commercial activities, do you think we should strive to promote the restoration of commerce?"

"Then what does this have to do with Lord Yuan?" Yang Du asked.

Lu Huitian replied, "Since Lord Yuan reached an agreement with us, he has an obligation to abide by it. We do not move against other provinces because we believe Lord Yuan has the ability to maintain the normal operation of the country. If Lord Yuan does not have the ability to maintain it, then we can only think of our own solutions. After all, every group needs to protect its own interests. Don't you agree, Mr. Yang?"

Yang Du fell silent for a moment. He had studied law and had his own concepts of rights and obligations. However, Yang Du was, after all, a figure of the old school. In the old system, there was no concept of reciprocity. Reciprocity meant hostility. As for rights and obligations, such things were even more of a joke. Superiors had power over inferiors, and inferiors had obligations to superiors. That was all there was to it. Possessing both obligations and rights simultaneously was a toy for the upper echelons within the same system; it was not an issue for two forces like the People's Party and Beiyang, which were actually in a state of enmity.

For a moment, Yang Du was a bit disappointed. Perhaps he had overestimated the People's Party; these young people were just using this as an excuse to coerce Yuan Shikai. Too many agreements in history had ended this way: seemingly sincere cooperation, but under the conflict of interests, both sides started harboring sinister designs, and eventually, the agreement was torn up. Yang Du had thought the People's Party would be different, but now it seemed they were nothing special.

"Mr. Yang, do you think we want to break faith?" Lu Huitian asked.

This question hit the nail on the head of Yang Du's thoughts. Almost as a conditioned reflex, Yang Du immediately replied, "Mr. Lu, what are you saying?"

Lu Huitian smiled. "Mr. Yang, everyone thinks a bit more for themselves. This is human nature. Now that we are asking Beiyang to fulfill some obligations, Beiyang surely feels we are looking for trouble. Everyone is out for their own interests; we are very clear on that. We brought a commercial agreement when we came, and this agreement is not beyond Beiyang's power. If Beiyang feels this agreement is unfair, or because of immediate problems you cannot temporarily fulfill obligations, I think you can say so directly. We can just talk it over. We encountered problems, so we came personally to see Lord Yuan to clarify these matters face-to-face. This is our sincerity. If it's a case of thinking the other party is breaking faith just because one is not satisfied inside, that is not an attitude for cooperation. Contradictions are everywhere. To resolve contradictions, better communication and exchange are needed to understand where the contradictions lie and how they need to be coordinated and improved. What do you think, Mr. Yang?"

Lu Huitian's words were a bit hard for Yang Du to parry. He pondered and said, "Mr. Lu, your words are inappropriate. It is not that Beiyang does not want to fulfill its obligations now, but that the time is not yet ripe."

"Then is it convenient to tell us when the time will be considered ripe? There must be a rough timeframe so we can adjust our own arrangements," Lu Huitian answered crisply.

Hearing this, Yang Du fell silent. He could not make decisions on these matters; even Yuan Shikai himself might not be able to. But Yang Du could not answer like that; saying so would validate the People's Party's claim of "unwillingness to fulfill obligations."

*The People's Party members are so hard to deal with,* Yang Du felt he somewhat understood why Lu Huitian could become the head of a province at such a young age. Lu Huitian's words were not aggressive at all, even reasonable, leaving ample room for others. But such solid "truth" could only be met with truth. Yet, telling the truth had never been a tradition of the Manchu officialdom, nor a tradition of the Beiyang upper echelon. Yang Du wanted to tell the truth, but he held no power, so he couldn't say it.

After another silence, Yang Du had to change the subject. "Mr. Lu, let us first discuss the commercial cooperation you mentioned. What do you think?"

He thought Lu Huitian would complain a few times, but Lu Huitian's response made Yang Du's jaw drop again. As if he hadn't considered the previous topic at all, Lu Huitian said one word sincerely and brightly: "Good."

Yang Du immediately felt his heart lighten. Being pragmatic is a very difficult choice. It requires not only the power to give orders but also a grasp of the whole matter. Ordinary lobbyists deal in empty talk or get entangled in certain seemingly clear personal interests. The People's Party's approach of directly laying out the actual interests that required effort from both sides forced Beiyang into a somewhat awkward position. Such a method made Yang Du envious.

What made Yang Du even more envious was that Lu Huitian, such a young man, had very high political savvy. Leaving aside his stance, the economic theories he proposed undoubtedly hit the key points of the present day. Although Yang Du was loyal to Yuan Shikai, he was not just after a personal official position; he hoped to establish true achievements in this era. Among the political figures he had met, Yuan Shikai undoubtedly had the greatest aptitude and potential.

Discussing cooperation was pragmatic; discussing economics allowed for some theoretical talk—at least that was what Yang Du felt. Soon, Yang Du understood just how "theoretical" the People's Party was. Regarding commercial operations, Yang Du was not an expert. Lu Huitian only spoke of basic theories—production, transport, sales—and then analyzed them against Beiyang's current situation. Yang Du quickly discovered the problem: when Lu Huitian discussed losses, he actually included the exploitation at each level. Moreover, the key point Lu Huitian proposed was reducing the amount of exploitation.

Yang Du interrupted Lu Huitian, "Mr. Lu, this is incorrect. Since it is business, commercial circulation is naturally the main thing. While exploitation exists, it is absolutely not as rampant as you say. Do you distrust Beiyang that much?"

Lu Huitian looked at Yang Du with a strange gaze. "Mr. Yang, you would know the problem if you operated this yourself. If the scale of business were small, I wouldn't mention it. Those involved in the layered exploitation wouldn't care for such petty trade. I won't say much, but if this wool business reaches ten thousand tons a year, that is twenty million jin. If one wen is added per jin at each passing hand, it doesn't seem like much, right? Twenty million jin is twenty million wen, which is twenty thousand taels of silver. Do you think anyone who handles it would let go of this profit? What if it's one hundred thousand tons a year? An extra wen per jin means two hundred thousand taels of silver. Just setting up checkpoints for layered exploitation—one layer adds two hundred thousand taels. Who in Beiyang do you think can withstand such temptation? And that's only speaking of collecting one extra wen per jin. If ten extra wen are collected per jin, calculate it yourself, Mr. Yang."

Yang Du understood mathematics. Because he understood, a casual calculation told him that an extra ten wen per jin on a trade of one hundred thousand tons of wool a year would mean twenty million taels of silver. Currently, Beiyang's annual fiscal revenue had fallen to less than sixty million taels. If this business could be done this way, Beiyang's finances could be balanced.

"This doesn't look like much either," Yang Du finally said.

"That is because you are the seller; naturally, you feel it isn't much. We are the buyers; we definitely cannot bear it. If we cannot bear it, we will not do the business. As long as this high exploitation exists, no one will buy the wool, and no one will earn this money. Perhaps Beiyang feels they can control it, then they might as well try," Lu Huitian laughed.

Yang Du frowned and thought it over. If it was truly as the People's Party said, there were simply too many places to make money in the middle of a trade. As long as the intermediate exploitation could be controlled so that both wool sellers and buyers could profit, just the commercial tax alone would be a huge stable profit. It was a very simple principle. If the Beiyang government collected only five wen of commercial tax per jin of wool, and if it reached one hundred thousand tons, that would be one million taels a year. This total tax revenue was acceptable.

"I will speak to Lord Yuan about this," Yang Du said seriously.

Lu Huitian responded with a bright smile, "That would be wonderful."

Yang Du could no longer discuss anything else. The immense profit of the wool business made him somewhat restless. He simply rose to take his leave. He hurried back to the Cabinet Office where Yuan Shikai was, looking preoccupied throughout the journey. Yang Du requested to see Yuan Shikai immediately.

Yuan Shikai also understood mathematics. Listening to Yang Du explain the profits of the wool business and the intermediate taxes, Yuan Shikai said coldly, "Bookishness. Accounts are not calculated that way."

Hearing this, Yang Du immediately felt a chill in his heart.

Yuan Shikai said helplessly, "Huchan, although that Lu Huitian is young, what he says makes sense. Things down below are much more difficult than you think. It is not something you can accomplish just because you want to."

"Lord Yuan, if the state receives tax revenue, what can't be done well? Surely the various Military Governors within our Beiyang don't lack even this bit of insight?" Yang Du asked.

"Huchan, are you trying to checkmate me?" Yuan Shikai gave a bitter smile.

Wait, this startled Yang Du. He hurriedly explained, "Lord Yuan, I absolutely have no such intention."

After Yang Du said this, he saw Yuan Shikai sigh with a smile. "Huchan, I know you mean well. But if the wrong person is entrusted with this matter, it is bound to cause great chaos. Before I decide on the personnel, you are not allowed to mention this to anyone. Remember that."

Although he didn't know exactly what Yuan Shikai planned, Yang Du answered decisively, "I will remember."

"Alright, regarding Lu Huitian's purpose this time, what have you heard?" Yuan Shikai asked.

Yang Du recounted Lu Huitian's talk of "the rights and obligations of both parties to the agreement" and the suggestion Lu Huitian made before leaving about holding regular consultation meetings. Yuan Shikai just listened quietly. It was only after Yang Du finished that Yuan Shikai asked a few more questions, then instructed Yang Du to talk more with Lu Huitian over the next few days and extract whatever inside information he could.

Once Yang Du left, Yuan Shikai let out a long breath. In fact, Yuan Shikai was not indifferent to the wool matter. Cold hard numbers were more credible than any passionate speech. The People's Party's suggestion was not without merit; rather, it had too much merit.

Yuan Shikai was not ignorant of overseas affairs; he had heard that the British wool spinning mills were doing good business. It was just that he couldn't get a hand in this trade before. Additionally, the wool business concerned Beiyang's policy towards Inner and Outer Mongolia. Starting to do this rashly would instead lose the element of surprise in bribing the princes of Inner and Outer Mongolia. After discussing with Wang Shizhen yesterday, Yuan Shikai had already decided to transfer Duan Qirui back. He would have him lead troops to Inner and Outer Mongolia first to conduct the final negotiations with those princes. At that time, purchasing wool would be an excellent bargaining chip.

"Chen Wenqing really knows what makes money!" Wang Shizhen had made this comment yesterday. Yuan Shikai had to admit that these words were very reasonable. Since that was the case, Beiyang had even less reason to let Chen Ke earn this money for nothing.

After several days of consideration, Yuan Shikai finally had Lu Huitian take a message back to Chen Ke. Beiyang would resolve the Fujian issue before April 1911. As for trade between the two sides, it could be discussed later. But regarding territory, Yuan Shikai explicitly stated he did not wish for Chen Ke to interfere in the affairs of other provinces. Yuan Shikai believed that both sides could hold a routine meeting every six months. This counted as his expression of greatest "sincerity."

After Lu Huitian brought this news back, the Hubei Provincial Committee had mixed reactions. This mission had not achieved anything substantial; instead, it had been saddled by Yuan Shikai with a big restriction that the People's Party should not interfere in Fujian affairs. Some comrades even thought Lu Huitian's mission was a failure.

It was Xie Mingxian who spoke up. "I think this mission was very fruitful. If the status quo is maintained, our heavy chemical products can continue to be sold to Beiyang. And at least we have the suggestion for routine meetings; many conflicts might be resolved through negotiation. It's better than quarreling when things go wrong and become unmanageable."

Lu Huitian thought so too. This negotiation was less about achieving very concrete negotiation results and more about giving Yuan Shikai a reminder that some things could be resolved through consultation. Given Beiyang's very low execution ability, the pressure Beiyang felt was far greater than that of the People's Party. It was still necessary to give Yuan Shikai some encouragement.

The comrades ultimately accepted this explanation, and Lu Huitian managed to pass this hurdle.

In October 1910, the first session of the Party School and Cadre School in Hubei Province basically concluded. After relatively systematic education, the Hubei Party Branch and the cadre team had at least unified their thinking. Chen Ke decided to return to Anhui to attend to the work there.

Lu Huitian felt a sigh of relief. Ever since Chen Ke decided to stay and work in Hubei, his pressure had been consistently immense. Even though Lu Huitian had adjusted his thinking and engaged in study, Chen Ke was the Party Chairman after all, possessing enormous authority. Up to now, Chen Ke had acted under the guidance of supporting the Hubei Provincial Committee's work, but if Chen Ke felt Lu Huitian was incompetent for the Hubei job, a single word from him could convene a Party Committee meeting to remove Lu Huitian.

Although Chen Ke's work in Hubei was to institutionalize the organization, Chen Ke himself still possessed power that transcended the system. This was not something that could be completely ignored simply by saying "improve the system."

Before leaving, Chen Ke proposed to have a talk with Lu Huitian. *What must come, will come,* Lu Huitian thought.

"Secretary Lu, within our People's Party, we do not talk about feudal political tactics. I have emphasized this repeatedly. Since I have emphasized it, I think we two should have a heart-to-heart on this issue." Chen Ke was as frank as ever. "Be honest, have you always been afraid I would remove you?"

"Did you not have this thought, Chairman Chen?" Since Chen Ke said to have a heart-to-heart, Lu Huitian threw caution to the wind. Chen Ke working in Hubei gave Lu Huitian immense psychological pressure. Lu Huitian had persisted until now, always solving problems through his own efforts, and he was nearing his limit. Seeing that Chen Ke truly didn't intend to solve work differences by changing commanders, he relaxed inside, but instead developed a strong dissatisfaction towards Chen Ke.

"Comrade Lu Huitian, good question!" Chen Ke laughed. "Can that kind of simple and crude method truly solve work problems?"

"Definitely not," Lu Huitian replied. Seeing Chen Ke's attitude remain gentle, the dissatisfaction in his heart grew even more, and his tone became intense. "But why didn't you say so earlier, Chairman Chen?"

"Indeed, you have been wronged." Chen Ke nodded in agreement.

Hearing Chen Ke say this, Lu Huitian suddenly felt a stinging in his nose, and his eyes felt hot.

Chen Ke handed him a towel. Lu Huitian felt that crying at his age was a bit too childish. But the more he wanted to stop the tears quickly, the more they wouldn't stop. Holding on until the end, Lu Huitian choked out, "Chairman Chen, is it okay if I cry a bit?"

"If you want to cry, cry it out thoroughly. Does sobbing a few times like a woman help?" Chen Ke laughed. But seeing Lu Huitian's face full of grievance, Chen Ke's eyes also reddened. "By the way, I didn't mean to discriminate against women."

Although the joke was lame, it unexpectedly touched Lu Huitian's funny bone. He wanted to laugh a couple of times, but as his mood relaxed further, a sudden sorrow rose from within, and Lu Huitian covered his face with the towel and began to weep aloud.
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Lu Huitian was a man of rather strong character. Even after crying his eyes out from the emotional release, by the time he had wiped his face clean with a towel, he had already recovered his usual composure. "Chairman Chen, let's continue discussing work. I felt aggrieved, but now I feel like that wasn't entirely the case."

Chen Ke understood Lu Huitian's feelings well; this was also a new realization for Chen Ke recently. Without revolutionary consciousness, revolutionary work was too easily perceived as a grievance. Chen Ke said very seriously, "Comrade Lu Huitian, establishing revolutionary faith is a difficult thing. Revolutionaries are materialists; they believe in science and democracy. They believe in their ability to constantly understand and transform the world. If one cannot recognize the social nature of humanity, working becomes extremely difficult."

Lu Huitian indeed had this understanding. When Chen Ke was presiding over the work in Hubei, Lu Huitian had felt immense pressure, and his goal in doing things had once shifted to seeking approval from others. Fortunately, Lu Huitian was indeed capable. He soon discovered that this approach was wrong; Chen Ke never judged comrades' work based on others' evaluations. "Business is business"—Lu Huitian actually thought this phrase could, in a certain sense, serve as his revolutionary guide.

Revolution is revolution, and the success or failure of the revolution is composed of the success or failure of revolutionary work. If this attitude is taken as the benchmark, then any act of relying on others to prove oneself is a near-counter-revolutionary practice. After truly realizing this, personal honor and disgrace become insignificant. Even the act of using personal honor and disgrace as a benchmark to measure one's value is extremely harmful.

Lu Huitian wanted to discuss these feelings with Chen Ke, but he felt that after truly understanding them, discussing them further would be meaningless. Comrades who understood these things had the consciousness; talking about it in the abstract was superfluous. Comrades who didn't understand simply didn't understand; talking about it would be pointless and would instead trigger many unnecessary misunderstandings.

Thinking it over, Lu Huitian asked, "Chairman Chen, do you have any other work instructions? If not, I have many things I want to ask you."

Chen Ke waved his hand and leaned back in his chair. "Comrade Lu Huitian, a heart-to-heart meeting is about discussing the abstract, not the practical. Cry out grievances if you have them, pour out bitterness if you have it. But after the heart-to-heart meeting is over, work must be done as it should be; emotions cannot be brought into the work. So, Comrade Lu Huitian, for work matters, there is the Party Committee and the organization. My talk with you is to let you relax psychologically, to put down your burden and march forward with a light pack. After I leave Hubei, the work matters will all press upon you. If problems arise, I can only look to you. I hope you can learn to relax yourself and learn to know yourself."

Hearing Chen Ke say this, and seeing his serious yet relaxed attitude, Lu Huitian was finally sure that Chen Ke truly trusted him completely and had never thought of resolving the differences in Hubei's work direction by replacing him. Confirming this, a kind of very pragmatic joy rose in Lu Huitian's heart. This meant Lu Huitian could continue to complete his own work in the Hubei post.

Since it was out of such a pragmatic attitude, Lu Huitian immediately realized that his preparation for Chen Ke's departure from Hubei was far from adequate. Instead, he now had many questions to ask Chen Ke. "Chairman Chen, I feel that the current work in Hubei is getting harder and harder. With you in charge of Hubei's work, many tasks became easy and simple. With you leaving, I have no confidence in my heart."

Chen Ke laughed. "Comrade Lu Huitian, what is the Party organization for? Isn't it to solve problems through the organization when they arise? If you think I am the one who can lead Hubei's work, then that's wrong. It's not that I can lead, but that the Party organization is operating more and more smoothly. Comrade Lu Huitian, when you talked about progress last time, I felt that was the attitude of a true revolutionary. The times are progressing, and the revolution is also progressing. We are progressing, and the enemy is also progressing..."

Lu Huitian interrupted Chen Ke, "The problem is that you, Chairman Chen, are leading everyone to progress. I can't achieve that step."

"Comrade Lu Huitian, why did I choose you as the Hubei Provincial Committee Secretary back then? Because you have a merit that I cannot match. You may not be very good at pioneering, but you are very good at organizing. You are very good at the institutionalization of the organization. The fact that you could withstand the pressure this time and understand the current situation on your own proves that you indeed have such strengths. Ordinary comrades would lose their bearings when encountering this kind of organizational pressure. They wouldn't know where to place themselves. You found your position, which shows that you are indeed competent for this job."

"That was just me throwing caution to the wind," Lu Huitian laughed helplessly.

Chen Ke nodded repeatedly. "Yes, the problem is that many comrades cannot throw caution to the wind. So your current work is to organize the comrades through the system to complete the immediate tasks—sing the song of the mountain you are on. The current work in Hubei is to complete such massive investments immediately. These massive investments will also bring great social impact. You must stabilize the situation based on our People's Party's philosophy. At this stage, you must not only stabilize these tasks but also lead the comrades to deepen their understanding of social labor and social progress during the work."

Hearing this, Lu Huitian confirmed his work direction. He asked with a smile, "Just asking as a joke, will this lead to a Right-deviationist tendency? These tasks are about establishing order. If comrades feel that there will be changes in the future, people's minds will be unstable."

Chen Ke also laughed. "You! As long as you grasp the fundamental of the Laborers' Alliance, no one can override the laborers. Grasp this core, and it will be fine. Moreover, I want to give you a 'big Rightist' job: promote enterprise cost accounting in the industrial sector. Management positions are also just a part of the labor process. Managers are not the lords of the past, but management work is not about being a 'good old boy' in the traditional sense either. Try to promote this work."

The nature of the People's Party determined that ideological seminars must be turned into pragmatic meetings. In other political forces, this kind of relationship between Chen Ke and Lu Huitian would certainly evolve into "mutual suspicion between monarch and subject," but in the new political system, the contradictions were completely resolved. When Chen Ke and Lu Huitian reached an agreement on the basic point that "all choices are for completing revolutionary work," the dispute turned into a simple and straightforward discussion.

This was a characteristic within the People's Party, and also a point that other political forces could absolutely not understand. For example, within Beiyang, the largest political group in China.

"Cao Kun doesn't want to go to Shaanxi?" Yuan Shikai asked coldly.

"Yes, Cao Kun's intention is to go pacify Inner and Outer Mongolia. Someone might have leaked some news," Wang Shizhen replied.

"Who leaked it?" Yuan Shikai asked.

Wang Shizhen shook his head but did not answer.

Based on Yuan Shikai's understanding of Wang Shizhen, this matter was certainly not leaked by Wang Shizhen. Now, all the Beiyang generals were trying to seize favorable positions. Of course, if this position could bring rich returns, that would be even better. This news also shouldn't have been leaked by Lu Huitian, Yuan Shikai judged. The People's Party knew very well when to advance and retreat; since they sought great things, they wouldn't cause trouble for Yuan Shikai over such trivial matters. Then it must have been betrayed by some attendants.

Thinking of this, Yuan Shikai felt both angry and helpless. He knew this kind of thing was unavoidable. Even Yuan Shikai himself had worked hard to befriend eunuchs when Empress Dowager Cixi was alive. Often, a few simple dialogues contained immense benefits. Given Cao Kun's character, if he didn't know that Yuan Shikai was preparing to invest in the wool business, he certainly wouldn't want to go to a bitter and cold place like Inner and Outer Mongolia. Now that he volunteered, he definitely knew some inside information.

And since Cao Kun knew about this, needless to say, this news would soon spread throughout Beiyang. Everyone wanted to make a fortune from Zhangjiakou, the future trade hub.

"Fine! Since Cao Kun is willing to go to Inner and Outer Mongolia, let him go." Yuan Shikai stood up with his hands behind his back and said, "Then is Feng Guozhang willing to go to Fujian?"

"Feng Guozhang is willing to go," Wang Shizhen replied. Among the Three Heroes of Beiyang, Wang Shizhen, the Dragon of Beiyang, was good at strategy and was Yuan Shikai's most important advisor, giving an impression of unfathomable depth. Duan Qirui, the Tiger of Beiyang, was daring and responsible, with strong capabilities. Feng Guozhang was called the Dog of Beiyang because he was loyal and willing to do very troublesome but lackluster work. So Feng Guozhang was not picky at all.

Seeing Yuan Shikai was very depressed, Wang Shizhen continued, "Lord Yuan, Cao Kun can also be considered decisive in action. Now that Shaanxi is in such chaos, he would actually be a suitable candidate. If he refuses to go, I think we might as well let Duan Qirui go. We must not only control Shaanxi but also consider entering Sichuan from Hanzhong in the future. Sichuan must not fall into the hands of the People's Party under any circumstances. In the Yunnan Military Academy forces in Yunnan and Guizhou, Cai E has already emerged. Moreover, I heard that Yunnan-Guizhou and the Liangguang regions are separately discussing alliances for self-protection. If we drag on too long, I'm afraid Sichuan will also be dragged in. Since our Beiyang has decided to stabilize the situation, we might as well make preparations early."

"Pinqing, I know all these things you said, but there is no money to deploy the troops. I originally thought that if Cao Kun was willing to be this Governor of Shaanxi, the deployment costs wouldn't need to be so high. But Duan Qirui's subordinates made a fortune in Jiangnan. It's fine to let them stay in Beijing, but to make them go to Shaanxi to risk their lives, I really don't feel at ease," Yuan Shikai replied. Every battle of the Beiyang Army required large economic stimulus; Yuan Shikai knew this very well.

But Shaanxi was even more chaotic than Fujian. Those rising in rebellion were not the New Army, but the Shaanxi Tongmenghui. More accurately, it was the Gelaohui in Shaanxi rising in rebellion under the leadership of Tongmenghui members. Yuan Shikai was determined to completely eradicate this group of people. The People's Party could no longer be shaken; Yuan Shikai could only accept that. But if a new revolutionary party occupied land, Yuan Shikai would not be at ease.

"Lord Yuan, then how about letting Duan Qirui come back to take charge of the Ministry of Army, and I will lead the troops to Shaanxi," Wang Shizhen offered a new suggestion.

Yuan Shikai immediately refused, "No, Pinqing, you must stay in the center. Ask again if anyone is willing to go to Shaanxi."

If Cao Kun knew Yuan Shikai's evaluation of him, Cao Kun would definitely cry out that he was wronged. In fact, Cao Kun wanted to go to Inner and Outer Mongolia really not because of economic issues, but because he knew he might not be able to conquer Shaanxi.

More than a month had passed since the great battle in Shaanxi, and detailed news had already been transmitted back to Beijing. The Gansu and Shaanxi Green Standard Army had always been brave and skilled in battle. Although the part that went to Beijing to rescue the Emperor was annihilated, this did not make Cao Kun, who knew the inside story, underestimate the Gansu and Shaanxi Green Standard Army. Without Beiyang tampering in the dark, the People's Party could not have ambushed them so easily.

And the total annihilation of the Gansu and Shaanxi Green Standard Army in Xi'an city, the fierce battle involved, also had a flavor of being capable of moving one to song and tears. Ever since the troops of the Gansu and Shaanxi Green Standard Army who went to rescue the Emperor were annihilated, the Green Standard Army had sensed the danger of revolution. The troops participating in the rescue were all loyal to the Imperial Court; after this group was finished, the Green Standard Army began to reorganize. The Shaanxi Gelaohui finally found an opportunity. The leading figure in this was Zhang Yunshan.

Zhang Yunshan was from Tayi, Chang'an. He lost the opportunity to go to school in his childhood and learned to play the bugle from a Shanxi man. Later, his bugle skills became the best in Guanzhong. In the late Qing Dynasty, he served as a soldier in Tao Qinsu's battalion, traveling all over Qinghai and Xinjiang. After returning to Shaanxi, he served as a bugler in the Military Preparatory School and the Army Primary School. When the New Army was trained, he became the bugle officer of the brigade headquarters. The year before the Xinhai Revolution, he opened a 'mountain hall' (secret society lodge) in the New Army. Because he was straightforward and good at socializing, getting along very well with the soldiers, not long after opening the hall, he absorbed more than a thousand brothers, forming his own power in the New Army. Relying on this force, Zhang Yunshan leaped to become a Xinhai celebrity in Shaanxi.

In the view of the Gelaohui, the so-called "revolution" was nothing more than destroying the Qing and restoring the Ming. If the uprising succeeded, the day for the Gelaohui to rise would arrive. Thus, the leaders of the Gelaohui openly hung up the Hongmen signboards everywhere, opened halls to worship ancestors, distributed membership ranks widely, and expanded their power. They turned Xi'an into a foul atmosphere.

And after Yuan Shikai usurped the central power and convened the National Assembly, it gave the Gelaohui members a clear hint: "Power is only power when it is in your own hands." The Federal Self-Government of Provinces meant Shaanxi people running their own house, and the Gelaohui, as a native local force in Shaanxi, could represent the Shaanxi locality far better than those currently on the stage.

The local Tongmenghui in Shaanxi contacted the Gelaohui and formed the Shaanxi Revolutionary Party Alliance. These people originally planned to rise up on October 6th (August 15th of the lunar calendar). The news of "Killing the Tartars on August 15th" spread like wildfire everywhere. Because the Shaanxi authorities took strict precautions, they sent people everywhere to spy, and even opened and checked letters to grasp the revolutionaries' uprising plan. After some detective work, they found that the Jianben School and the Gongyi Book Bureau were secret activity bases for the revolutionaries, and also identified some revolutionaries by name. Thus, Shengyun, the Viceroy of Shaanxi and Gansu, ordered a secret plot to immediately arrest and execute these revolutionaries.

In order to arrest the revolutionaries in the New Army, they decided to transfer the New Army to outer counties in batches, on one hand dispersing the New Army's strength, and on the other hand arresting and killing revolutionaries separately. At the same time, they transferred the Patrol Battalions stationed in outer counties to the provincial capital Xi'an to strengthen the city defense. The situation was grim, and the uprising was imminent. At this time, Jing Wumu and other Tongmenghui leaders were not in Xi'an because they had gone to Weibei to organize uprisings. Revolutionaries Qian Ding, Zhang Fang, and others then agreed to start the uprising ahead of schedule on the night of September 10th, deciding that Zhang Fenghui, a staff officer of the New Army Brigade Headquarters and commander of the First Battalion of the Second Regiment, would serve as the commander-in-chief of the uprising.

September 10th was a Sunday, the day for the New Army to receive pay. After receiving pay in the morning, most people in the barracks left the camp to go out, except for a few duty officers. After breakfast, Zhang Fang and Zhu Xuwu led the New Army into the city through the West Gate under the pretext of going to Baqiao to wash horses, and arrived smoothly at the Dongyangshi Arsenal according to the original plan. Dang Zixin also led a crowd into the city through the South Gate and marched towards the Arsenal. At this time, hundreds of unarmed soldiers and Gelaohui brothers had already gathered in groups of three or five around the Arsenal. Just as Zhang Fang was discussing the route to enter the Arsenal with the garrison platoon leader and warehouse soldiers contacted in advance, the police came to question them several times. It was already around 10 am. Seeing the urgent situation and fearing further changes that would ruin the entire uprising plan, Zhang Fang made a prompt decision and ordered to rush into the Arsenal to seize guns. After seizing the guns, they immediately fixed bayonets and loaded bullets, quickly occupying the Arsenal. Then they opened the Xianning County and Chang'an County prisons, released the detained prisoners, and shouted everywhere: "Uprising to expel the Manchus, it has nothing to do with Han merchants and civilians!" asking the citizens not to panic.

Hearing the gunshots, Zhang Fenghui led the troops quickly to the Arsenal through the West Gate. On one hand, he organized forces to set up posts and defenses to guard against Qing army attacks; on the other hand, he notified the uprising New Army to set up a temporary headquarters at the Arsenal for liaison and unified action. Other uprising troops also quickly occupied various strongholds according to the plan. Qian Ding led his troops to occupy the Provincial Treasurer's Yamen and the Drum Tower, one of the commanding heights in the city; Zhang Baolin led his troops to occupy the South Courtyard Gate of the Shaanxi Governor's Yamen; Wan Bingnan led his troops to occupy the Military Advisor's Yamen. Seeing the New Army uprising, the residents in the city cheered with excitement. Some sent food and drink to the righteousness army, some set up tables with tea at their doorways to comfort the righteousness army, and some cut off the queues behind their heads, wrapped white cloth around their arms, and joined the uprising. The Muslims in the provincial capital also gave strong support to the uprising army. On the eve of the Xi'an uprising, Zhang Yunshan and Ma Yugui (Hui ethnicity), leaders of the Gelaohui in the New Army, entrusted Jin Qiheng, Bai Yulin, and others, leaders of the Gelaohui among the Muslims, to secretly organize a Muslim army to prepare for the uprising. On the day the Xi'an uprising broke out, they received notification from Zhang Yunshan and Ma Yugui and immediately rose in response. Ma Wenying, who had a certain reputation among the Muslims and had served as a commander (battalion commander), also gathered more than 500 Muslims. They went from West Street through Mutoushi to the Arsenal to receive firearms and ammunition, and were ordered to maintain order in the Muslim quarter and actively participated in the battle to besiege the Manchu City. Because the uprising army acted quickly and had strong support from the broad masses of citizens, the uprising army controlled most areas outside the Manchu City within the city walls in just half a day.

The Manchu City was the area where the Xi'an Eight Banners troops and their families were concentrated and lived. It was surrounded by walls for defense. After receiving news of the New Army uprising, Xi'an General Wen Rui immediately rushed back to the Manchu City from the Consultative Bureau and ordered the garrison in the Manchu City to close the city gates tightly, resist stubbornly, and confront the uprising army across the city walls.

The next day, the uprising army began to storm the city walls defended by the Manchus. This was a tough battle. regarding exactly how many people died in the battle, there are various accounts ranging from tens of thousands to several thousand. But the result of the war was that the Green Standard Army, including the Manchu district, was slaughtered until not even chickens or dogs were left.

In the news Cao Kun received, the uprising army had already established a tenet before the battle: "Spare neither chickens nor dogs after the battle." This news spread widely. And the Xi'an General, the Manchu Wen Rui, also mentioned this in his urgent telegram. He bitterly begged Yuan Shikai to send troops to mediate this matter, saying that as long as the uprising army was willing to spare the Manchus' lives, they only wished to go to the Northeast to farm and stay alive, wanting no other possessions. The telegram also stated clearly that if the uprising army attacked the city, they were ready to perish together.

Fighting with such a do-or-die attitude, these Gansu and Shaanxi Green Standard troops definitely fought with their lives to break the city walls. And to slaughter tens of thousands in the Manchu City at the end of the battle, this couldn't be done without a military force of over ten thousand.

Thinking that he had to go and fight desperately with such a group of people, Cao Kun felt very unsure in his heart. Of course, he was willing to be a provincial governor, but if he failed, the competitors behind him were lined up in a long queue to kick Cao Kun out. Cao Kun could not fail; failure meant not only failing to be the Shaanxi Governor but also not being able to become a governor of other provinces in the future. By comparison, going to Inner and Outer Mongolia was a relatively relaxing job.

As for Yuan Shikai firmly believing that Cao Kun had his eyes on the future wool business, he really wronged Cao Kun.

However, the current system of Beiyang was just like this: everyone spoke polite words on the surface, but when actually doing things, they always prioritized their own interests. From this perspective, Yuan Shikai did not completely wrong Cao Kun.
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On November 1, 1910, the night was gloomy. The lights were still on in Yuan Shikai's study. Ever since seizing central power, this had been Yuan Shikai's daily routine. He was either deep in thought or pacing back and forth with his hands behind his back. He had never imagined that ruling the whole of China would be such a difficult task. All sorts of chaotic situations were tangled together; conflicts of interest that initially seemed insignificant would eventually turn into major issues affecting the overall situation. Within the Beiyang clique, apart from a few individuals, most people were not afraid of blowing things out of proportion. Yuan Shikai, well-versed in officialdom, had already seen where the problem lay. In the brand-new Beiyang political system, everyone was trying to expand their scope of authority. Regardless of whether they were in the right, they would fight to get it into their hands first. After all, the Beiyang clique was now the largest political group in China, and everyone was fearless in their tossing and turning.

However, these people were not completely devoid of sense. First, they knew they must prop Yuan Shikai up at the very top. Second, they were unwilling to provoke the People's Party. Third, they would not choose tasks that truly carried high risks. Thinking of these subordinates, Yuan Shikai felt a headache coming on.

In his youth, Yuan Shikai had written a piece of doggerel: "Before my eyes, dragons and tigers fight endlessly; murderous intent rises straight to the clouds. I wish to open a giant mouth to the sky, and swallow all the arrogant heroes in one gulp." Personality-wise, he considered himself someone who sought supreme status through personal achievement. But after years of struggling in officialdom, Yuan Shikai had long lost the greenness of his youth. Politics had never been a system where one could command everything solely by personal ability.

Before Cixi died, Yuan Shikai felt he had plenty of room to display his talents, only being firmly held down by her. After Cixi's death, Yuan Shikai realized that without Cixi's genuine approval and assistance back then, there were many things he simply couldn't have done. The current Beiyang was just like that; any order from Yuan Shikai would be heavily discounted in execution. Anyone who wanted to get things done would immediately be held back by countless others.

Tonight, it was Xu Shichang who came to Yuan Shikai's residence. Xu Shichang was here to ask for funding for land reclamation in the Northeast. Over the four northeastern provinces, there was now a Viceroy of the Northeast, and that was Xu Shichang. Yuan Shikai was temporarily unwilling to easily alter the Qing official system. In reality, under the political platform of federal self-governance, with each province governing itself, the positions of regional viceroys placed above the provinces—such as the Viceroy of the Northeast, Viceroy of Liangguang, and Viceroy of Huguang—had become meaningless. But Yuan Shikai was unwilling to deny Xu Shichang face; he still hoped to let his old friend Xu Shichang serve until the end.

Moreover, Yuan Shikai had already spoken with Xu Shichang. Once the federal self-governance was completed, Xu Shichang would be appointed as the Vice Prime Minister of the Cabinet. The position of Prime Minister was to be given to Prince Qing. Of course, Prince Qing was now in his declining years, so Xu Shichang's promotion to the main position was something foreseeable. Xu Shichang had also gladly accepted his old friend Yuan Shikai's goodwill.

However, what was completely unexpected was that with Xu Shichang's seniority, he actually hit a wall in the new cabinet. The Minister of Civil Affairs, Zhao Bingjun, and the Minister of Agriculture, Industry, and Commerce, Zhang Jian, were not trying to make things difficult for Xu Shichang, but were arguing over who should control this expenditure.

The Northeast land reclamation was proposed by Yuan Shikai. Currently, there were many people and little land inside the pass, while outside the pass, it was precisely the opposite—plenty of land and few people. So Yuan Shikai recruited some willing commoners and organized them to go to the Northeast for reclamation. Strictly speaking, this was a genuine achievement. However, the Minister of Agriculture, Industry, and Commerce, Zhang Jian, believed that since it was state-led reclamation, it counted as a commercial activity and must be led by the state. He believed that individual reclamation had few successes and many failures. Moreover, there was too much oppression involved. It would be better for the state to directly organize manpower and turn the reclamation into farm construction. Concentrating manpower and material resources, plus state support, would yield better benefits.

Actually, this suggestion was quite similar to the People's Party's farm construction. The People's Party distributed fertile land to the commoners, and the government put in the effort to establish large farms, recruiting commoners willing to work on the farms, along with various support from the government. Up to now, it had been done quite outstandingly.

But the Minister of Civil Affairs, Zhao Bingjun, believed Zhang Jian was meddling recklessly. This was originally a civil affairs matter. If the government had to intervene... past experience proved that without official interference, things could still be done; once officials interfered, many things would immediately go awry. It would be counterproductive.

This could still be considered within the scope of normal debate, but soon others joined the argument between the two, and matters gradually developed into a dispute between two factions. Those supporting the Ministry of Civil Affairs believed that all future reclamation should be under Civil Affairs. Those supporting the Agriculture, Industry, and Commerce departments believed that since the state supported this behavior, it was best to see results as soon as possible, so state leadership was most effective.

Xu Shichang was a sensible person. Seeing that the matter had developed into a dispute between interest groups, he hurried to Yuan Shikai to ask him to make a quick decision. This matter must not be allowed to expand further.

However, Xu Shichang was a step late, because today the Minister of Agriculture, Industry, and Commerce, Zhang Jian, had already explicitly stated that he was willing to personally manage the Northeast land reclamation and would ensure it showed results.

Yuan Shikai didn't want to make these matters so urgent; his goal was to first stabilize the situation and gradually smooth out relations. Xu Shichang's well-handled affair was suddenly disrupted. But at this moment, Yuan Shikai couldn't change the arrangement. He had to let Xu Shichang take the money and leave first, leaving the follow-up procedures for this matter until things calmed down a bit.

If one had to say, Zhang Jian didn't have malicious intent. Beiyang was currently short of money, and for every sum invested, he hoped it would produce the maximum effect. But at this juncture, doing so was not quite appropriate. The world was far from being in a time of peace. Leaving aside the internal chaos starting in various provinces, the mere existence of the People's Party required Yuan Shikai to spend a lot of thought. But Beiyang seemed to have long forgotten the term "sincere cooperation." They seemed to have no idea that politics required cooperation.

In this regard, Yuan Shikai envied Chen Ke. This young man, Chen Ke, had completely understood these things at a young age. He didn't follow the old path but started with party building, climbing all the way to his current position. Yuan Shikai had inquired about intelligence on the People's Party from many sources, and the news sent back truly astonished him. Although the People's Party did not publicly propagate their political concepts to the outside world, these things were not tightly sealed secrets either.

"Laborers are the masters of the house," "Oppose exploitation," and a whole set of political systems built around these core concepts were becoming increasingly clear in the People's Party's documents. Chen Ke's phrase, "Who are our friends, who are our enemies, this is the primary question of the revolution," appeared repeatedly in many speeches. This could not fail to attract Yuan Shikai's attention.

Yuan Shikai knew the People's Party had the intention and ambition to seize the world. If the People's Party didn't truly exist and wasn't growing stronger, Yuan Shikai would never have believed that an organization of such scale and with so many personnel could be organized and maintained solely by political ideals, without relying on teacher-student relationships, blood ties, or friendship. He would even less believe that this group of young people would unite under the banner of "Laborers are the masters of the house."

If he hadn't met Chen Ke, if he didn't know what Chen Ke had basically been doing since 1905, Yuan Shikai couldn't imagine that such a "bizarre" organization as the People's Party could actually stand shoulder to shoulder with Beiyang. But he had to face reality. In reality, the People's Party was flourishing. While other provinces were in a mess, and while Yuan Shikai exhausted his efforts but failed to smooth out internal relations in Beiyang, the organization of the People's Party had actually stabilized the situation in four provinces step by step, and achieved considerable development in both economics and politics.

Perhaps killing Chen Ke would solve it, Yuan Shikai couldn't help but think. But he quickly banished this thought from his mind. The People's Party did not lack loyal and brave warriors. An assassination attempt, whether successful or not, would trigger a war. Even more terrifying, it would trigger targeted retaliation from the People's Party. If the People's Party's assassins swarmed out, Beiyang had absolutely no ability to guarantee the safety of its high-ranking cadres.

"It seems the time for a decisive battle with Chen Ke has not yet arrived," Yuan Shikai sighed to himself.

Forcibly pulling his thoughts back, Yuan Shikai had to continue considering Beiyang's next arrangements. Cao Kun was unwilling to go to Shaanxi, and Yuan Shikai couldn't deny Cao Kun face. Within Beiyang, the only one capable of managing a region was Duan Qirui. But this encountered another difficult problem: whether Feng Guozhang, who would take over Duan Qirui's position, had the ability to control the situation in Jiangnan. Zhejiang and Fujian were right next to the People's Party, and both provinces had Guangfu Society activities. If the People's Party was dead set on causing trouble for Beiyang, the situation there probably couldn't be maintained.

To maintain the situation, a political solution acceptable to all Beiyang provinces had to be produced. That was, how to form provincial assemblies and how they would operate normally. On these aspects, the Beiyang clique was also arguing endlessly internally. The warlords naturally hoped the assemblies would have no influence. But the civil official group was quite interested in the assemblies; they hoped the gentry could better coordinate with the government's work. It wasn't bad for the gentry to have some power.

Now both sides hoped to get Yuan Shikai's support, and Yuan Shikai was also in a dilemma. In all fairness, Yuan Shikai didn't want anyone to share his power, but he felt the recent performance of the warlords was very unsatisfactory.

After thinking it over, Yuan Shikai finally decided that since he had given the warlords such great power, it was absolutely impossible without certain constraints. This was also one of Cixi's political tactics—absolutely never letting one side dominate. Only now did Yuan Shikai understand why he could never outmaneuver that old lady back then. She truly had the boldness to let subordinates do things, yet not let them have the opportunity to collude.

Having determined this matter, Yuan Shikai felt a wave of relief in his heart. He was presiding over the constitutionalism and understood various political models quite well. His hesitation was because he hadn't made the final decision. Once the decision was made, Yuan Shikai wrote with the speed of wind, quickly drafting the document.

The next day, Yuan Shikai convened a cabinet meeting and brought out the universal suffrage plan outline. In the Beiyang provinces, all males over the age of 18 with no criminal record would possess the right to vote and be elected. As for the details, the civil official group would naturally be responsible.

As soon as this decision was announced, the Beiyang cabinet immediately went into a commotion.

"Lord Yuan, if we do this, how will the powers of the provincial assemblies and the Viceroys be determined?" asked Minister of Justice Shen Jiaben.

Currently, various legal issues including constitutionalism were under the Ministry of Justice. Although the Ministry of Justice wasn't a lucrative post now, it held significant power.

Wang Shizhen asked a question that seemed casual, "Are the provincial Viceroys elected by the assembly, or appointed by the central government?"

Although Wang Shizhen wasn't a spokesperson for the warlords, he felt obligated to clarify this question.

" The first term will be temporarily appointed by the central government. As long as they are diligent and love the people, won't the local commoners continue to elect them?" Yuan Shikai replied. This was also Yuan Shikai's honest thought. The provincial Viceroys held great power; to what extent of uselessness would they have to be to be overthrown by an assembly elected by local gentry? If they were truly useless to that extent, then let them be overthrown honestly. Yuan Shikai didn't want to wipe the asses of such useless people.

Some cabinet members immediately showed joy on their faces, while others' expressions darkened. However, no one raised an objection. This matter had been debated for too long. Once Yuan Shikai made up his mind, this was the final decision. No one had the guts to overturn Yuan Shikai's established plan.

"Minister Shen, hurry up and list the basic clauses for cabinet review," Yuan Shikai issued the order. "After agreement, distribute them to the Beiyang provinces. Distribute them to other provinces as well; as for whether they implement them, that's up to them."

Shen Jiaben immediately replied, "Yes!"

***

Chen Ke received this notice in Jiangxi on November 29. He had intended to go to Anhui, but couldn't stop worrying about the work in Jiangxi. So he simply went directly from Hubei to Jiangxi.

Although Jiangxi was under military control, the political level of Commissar He Zudao and Military Commander Hua Xiongmao was not inferior to other cadres engaged in civil affairs. The cadres and soldiers of the unit had received intensified training in land reform before departure. This place, Jiangxi, was even poorer than Anhui, and social contradictions were simpler. There were plenty of opportunities for land reform work. Needless to say, just by knocking down local tyrants and evil gentry, plus eradicating various bandits, preliminary land reform was completed in twenty percent of Jiangxi's areas within a year.

Conditions in each province were truly completely different. In Jiangxi, the troops discovered many strange villages existing in many mountainous areas. The entire village consisted entirely of yeoman farmers. Due to the poor local economic conditions, the small villages were all yeoman farmers, with no clans, no ancestral halls, and no landlords. The masses discussed things when issues arose and lived their own lives when there were none. Although poor, they did not lack order. The only problem was that this place produced "quasi-bandits."

To make a living, people everywhere had to engage in many trades that involved traveling. There were quite a few militia groups acting as escorts, and this escort trade began to evolve into demanding road tolls, and finally simply turned into professional banditry.

The Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army had dealt with these bandits quite a lot over the past year or so. The direct result was that the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army grew from two divisions of 50,000 men to four divisions of 100,000 men.

When reporting to Chen Ke, He Zudao's report clearly and firmly grasped the principal contradiction. The standard for screening bandits was "for the sake of obtaining money for enjoyment" or "for the sake of survival and getting a meal."

The former were absolutely exploiters; these people were all executed after public trial. The latter belonged to the category that could still be salvaged. The People's Party simply incorporated them into the newly established units. Of course, this could absolutely not be boundless leniency. Anyone with blood on their hands, even a minion, had to be executed after public trial.

But He Zudao was very methodical. regarding the vast number of captured bandits, the People's Party first organized them for education. Let them recognize clearly that they became bandits not because they were born bad, but because they were forced by life. These bandits truly couldn't survive by normal means of livelihood.

When Hua Xiongmao talked to Chen Ke about this aspect of work, he was truly full of admiration. "Zudao and the commissars lecture these people every day. Although I know the whole plan, I still have no bottom in my heart. But after a few grievance meetings, new comrades were willing to turn over a new leaf and behave themselves. Who has a murder case on their hands, who played what role in various looting actions—at first, everyone didn't say much, but once this was summarized, many things could be linked together. In less than two months, over half of the looting actions in Jiangxi within the last three years have been accounted for. Once this round of public trials was held, prestige was quickly established among the masses."

"Zhenglan, Zudao is meticulous in his work; neither of us can compare," Chen Ke also laughed.

"Wenqing, you are criticizing me," Hua Xiongmao said.

"That's right. You should learn more from Zudao." Chen Ke had always been straightforward when speaking with Hua Xiongmao.

"I can't learn that stuff. I've tried. Let me talk for a while and I'm okay, but let me talk for half a day and I immediately get anxious. I'm really not cut out to be a commissar." Hua Xiongmao also never lied to Chen Ke.

Since Hua Xiongmao was so frank, Chen Ke didn't force him. "Then you can't be the principal for the Party School work. You're no good for the Cadre School either. You have to take charge of the Military Academy for me."

"I think I'm okay at doing business." Hua Xiongmao felt he couldn't help but show off his own merits.

Jiangxi was so large that it was impossible to strike out everywhere and eliminate all bandits. There weren't enough troops, and many military operations were too costly and not cost-effective.

Hua Xiongmao took a different path and started the old trade of the "Insurance Group."

The People's Party's earliest armed force, the "Insurance Group," if one had to say, was "bandits who fought bandits." It was an organization that collected fixed taxes from controlled areas using monopoly over logistics and bodyguards as economic means. Chen Ke originally hadn't expected the flood; his original intention was to gradually infiltrate and monopolize the administrative and judicial power of the base areas by establishing such an organization. As a result, the situation was stronger than men, and the People's Party directly pivoted to starting up through disaster relief.

But Jiangxi had many mountains. Although the flood problem was severe, there were fewer chances of flooding in the plains. So Hua Xiongmao simply dispersed the troops and began to master local political power using the "Insurance Group" model.

And He Zudao's vigorous reform of "former bandits" was fully combined with this measure. Bandits had an advantage: they were very clear about matters in various places. With these reformed soldiers acting as local guides, the situation in many places became very easy to grasp.

Therefore, although Jiangxi was under military control, order could be effectively established. Moreover, acting as bodyguards brought some revenue and allowed for a full understanding of the specific situation in each place. The entire situation in Jiangxi was not bad at all.
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Chapter 81: Changes in Various Provinces (13)

"Chairman Chen, how do you plan to deal with Zhang Xun?" He Zudao asked a very serious question while discussing work with Chen Ke.

Chen Ke smiled and asked, "Commissar He, what do you think?"

"Military control in Jiangxi is only a temporary process. Sooner or later, local cadres will take over the work in Jiangxi. Especially with the establishment of the Jiangxi People's Congress, I believe the army cannot be responsible for forming the government," He Zudao replied.

Hearing this, Chen Ke couldn't help but smile. He Zudao never disappointed him.

If there were a ranking of capability within the party now, there were more than twenty people in the list of candidates recognized by the young comrades. And since Chen Ke always said everyone should progress, there were even more young comrades confident in competing for the position of the second person in the People's Party. However, when it came to who Chairman Chen Ke liked the most, the answer was quite unified: Chairman Chen Ke liked He Zudao the most.

There were actually no specific facts to support this, but the old comrades just felt that Chen Ke liked He Zudao and took good care of him. Corresponding to this care, the feeling He Zudao gave people was that he was Chen Ke's most loyal supporter. Although Hua Xiongmao had a very good personal relationship with Chen Ke, he failed to give everyone this feeling.

And Chen Ke himself knew that he indeed thought highly of He Zudao, but he had no intention of grooming He Zudao as a successor. Chen Ke would absolutely not support military interference in politics. Even in the party's crisis planning, if Chen Ke died unexpectedly, someone must immediately take over Chen Ke's position. Even in this situation, because He Zudao was from the military, Chen Ke would not choose He Zudao to temporarily take over the party's power. But Chen Ke was relieved to hand over military and political work to He Zudao.

He Zudao was a comrade who knew that society and the times were constantly progressing. And most importantly, He Zudao was a comrade who truly believed that the way to realize his value lay in completing his work. This was not to say that He Zudao was a comrade who only knew how to obey orders, but that He Zudao believed that everything was part of his work, and what he wanted to do was just to complete his work. Nothing more.

It was precisely because of this consciousness of a true laborer that Chen Ke could be so reassured about the army's political work. He Zudao was not a member of the Politburo Standing Committee. In terms of party positions, He Zudao would rank around fifteenth. But in terms of party positions within the military, He Zudao was the number one person in the Military Commission besides Chen Ke. The Chairman of the People's Party concurrently serving as the Chairman of the Military Commission was already clearly written into the party constitution. This was the principle of the party commanding the gun. Ranked second in the Military Commission was the Director of the General Political Department, He Zudao. Politics first, military command second. Even if Hua Xiongmao was the number one person in military command, his party position was below He Zudao.

If it were another comrade in this position, it would be hard not to breed ideas of hoping to expand the Military Commission's authority. This was also a very dangerous thing. If it wasn't the party commanding the gun, but the gun attempting to participate in and dominate politics on its own, then the People's Party would run wildly in the direction of warlordism.

He Zudao had absolutely no such desire for power. For He Zudao, work was work. All power obtained by an individual was an accessory for work, all for the better completion of work. He never believed that this power should be personalized or turned into a clique. This was the biggest reason why He Zudao stood out.

So He Zudao could see the future development of the People's Congress, while Hua Xiongmao felt a bit like he considered himself the Governor of Jiangxi. This was the gap between the two.

This was not the time to criticize Hua Xiongmao. Chen Ke smiled and said, "Zhang Xun is actually a very courageous person."

Zhang Xun, the Braid General, wrote a stroke in Chinese history with "restoring the Manchu Qing." However, Zhang Xun's own evaluation in the old era was not bad. His restoration act was firstly because he was deceived, and secondly, the world situation he saw was that after the "Republic," the country was still in a terrible state, and democracy and republicanism were used as excuses for acting recklessly. The local gentry in Jiangxi had a high evaluation of Zhang Xun, believing that Zhang Xun was an honest person willing to seek welfare for the people of Jiangxi. Even after the restoration, when the whole of China opposed the restoration, few people demanded killing Zhang Xun to apologize to the world.

Chen Ke hadn't expected that Zhang Xun actually had the guts to run back to Jiangxi.

Ever since Yuan Shikai appointed Duan Qirui as the Governor of Zhejiang, the Constitutional Pioneer Braid General Zhang was temporarily without a position. And although Wang Youhong was polite to Zhang Xun verbally, he actually stripped Zhang Xun of his military positions cleanly. Zhang Xun was not discouraged. The People's Party seized Jiangxi on the grounds that "Jiangxi firmly supports the Manchu Qing imperial system," but Braid General Zhang swaggered back to Jiangxi with his entourage and began trying to form the Jiangxi Assembly.

This loyal minister of the Manchu Qing propagated the political concept of "Jiangxi people ruling Jiangxi" everywhere, and contacted landlords and gentry, explicitly proposing opposition to the land reform policy of seizing landlords' land without cause.

However, to resist the People's Party's political offensive, Zhang Xun also proposed some reformist political slogans, such as "Landlords must not exploit the common people during famine years," and "The basic livelihood of tenant farmers also needs to be guaranteed."

These slogans were not fresh. In Chinese history, scholars had proposed this kind of political propaganda with absolutely no feasibility more than once. Occupying the moral high ground was the tradition of scholars, not to mention that they were now facing the People's Party, a radical revolutionary party that wanted to completely change the land ownership system. For landlords and gentry, as long as they could keep their land, making any wish now was acceptable. Moreover, after experiencing the formation of the Jiangsu Assembly, Braid General Zhang Xun had some experience with the operation of this political system. He was not only linking up but even starting to form a party. He hoped to oppose the "Revolutionary Party's organization" with the "Gentry's organization."

Inside the army, the attitude towards Zhang Xun was mostly advocating "getting rid of him quickly." This die-hard counter-revolutionary, an executioner who slaughtered and suppressed the revolution, required no politeness. Catching the counter-revolutionary landlords and gentry in one net was also a good thing.

But He Zudao always had a different opinion. "If we deal with these people by beheading them, then what is the difference between us and the Manchu Qing?" He Zudao held such an attitude.

"Commissar He, what do you plan to do?" Chen Ke was very interested in this.

"Expose their lies, of course," He Zudao replied.

Many Jiangxi landlords had blood debts on their hands. The Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army first investigated these clearly, and then sought justice for the people place by place. If one owed the people a blood debt, one had to pay with one's life. "Murderers die, those who injure others are punished." Even Liu Bang knew to make a three-article agreement with the elders of Sanqin. He Zudao had profoundly understood this in the Fengtai County base area.

If someone was to be beheaded just because they were a landlord, this was obviously unreasonable. The people would feel nothing but fear. But making murderers repay blood debts was the "justice" the people anticipated and longed for. These were the biggest weaknesses of the landlords and gentry.

The landlords and gentry believed their lives were more valuable than the common people's, and they had the right to use violence to maintain their rule. As the largest violent organ in Jiangxi, the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army naturally had the right to use violence to help the people seek repayment for blood debts. Moreover, He Zudao believed that the People's Party should not slaughter landlords, but should unceremoniously execute counter-revolutionaries who used armed force against the People's Party. Under fear, landlords and gentry easily took risks. They could certainly fire the first shot at the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army, but starting from the second shot, it would be none of their business.

This was also Chen Ke's struggle strategy in Anhui. The Chinese people would fear violence, but the greatness of the Chinese people lay in their ability to understand violence. The People's Party slaughtering hostile elements who resisted with arms was always reasonable and fair. As long as they didn't kill indiscriminately and only targeted the leaders, this kind of slaughter was completely within the people's range of acceptance.

"Two months ago, the group organized by Zhang Xun had less than thirty percent left. I admire Zhang Xun's rallying power," He Zudao laughed.

Indeed, facing such immense military and political pressure, the landlords and gentry still having the backbone to persist made Chen Ke quite appreciative. He remembered his ancestors praising a family many times. When Chen Ke's hometown was liberated, the biggest local landlord couple, an old man and woman, hanged themselves. To avoid causing trouble for others, they even hanged themselves on their own land. This family was even in-laws with Chen Ke's family, and this was the backbone Chen Ke's ancestors had always appreciated.

Feeling that the times had changed, feeling that they could not adapt to the new era, in order not to live painfully, they decisively chose suicide. Or like Chen Ke's family, they decisively chose to follow the trend of the times' progress and followed it without regret even if they died a hundred times. These were all very good choices. They all reflected excellent personal qualities. And if they decisively committed suicide, it could also maximize the reduction of the People's Party's workload. Chen Ke sincerely hoped that Jiangxi landlords all had the courage to commit suicide. Using death to express their resistance to the changes of the times would reduce so much trouble.

"Then what is student Zhang Xun preparing to do now?" Chen Ke asked.

"We invited Zhang Xun and that bunch of gentry to participate in quite a few public judgment rallies. I was also quite surprised that Zhang Xun could endure until now, always using peaceful means to resist. The news we inquired about is that Zhang Xun repeatedly warned his subordinates absolutely not to give us any excuse to kill indiscriminately. Such a hob meat is really hard to deal with." At this point, He Zudao also showed a look of admiration. "Chairman Chen, if it were me, I really couldn't do this step. I learned a lot from Zhang Xun."

"In a group of three, there must be a teacher for me. Zudao, we must learn all excellent qualities, including learning from the enemy." Chen Ke also admired Zhang Xun. He Zudao admitted he couldn't reach Zhang Xun's level, and Chen Ke knew he couldn't either. Of course, this was also because Zhang Xun's opponent was the People's Party. Maybe Zhang Xun had seen through the People's Party's bottom line of not being willing to kill on a large scale.

"How about this, you invite Zhang Xun over, and I'll talk to him," Chen Ke put forward his own view.

Zhang Xun was not tall, but those bright eyes, two thick black eyebrows, and two thick black mustaches left a deep impression on Chen Ke. Learning that Chen Ke had invited him, Zhang Xun was not afraid at all. He went to the People's Party's office in Nanchang to meet with Chen Ke calmly and composedly. There was no fear in his expression.

After both sides took their seats, Chen Ke said, "General Zhang, we have dealt with each other before, and our armies have also fought. I want to ask, to what extent do you intend to stubbornly resist?"

Zhang Xun looked Chen Ke up and down, and only after a while did he say, "Brother Chen, are you asking me if I'm afraid of death?"

Being called Brother Chen, Chen Ke didn't mind at all. He shook his head slightly and asked frankly, "General Zhang, I estimate you might know that if you don't rebel, we won't kill you. So, I really want to know, why are you doing this to oppose land reform?"

Zhang Xun originally intended to enrage Chen Ke, but seeing Chen Ke so magnanimous, he was somewhat surprised. After hesitating for a moment, Zhang Xun replied, "Everyone's land didn't come from the strong wind. It was accumulated bit by bit by ancestors. You People's Party say you confiscate everyone's land, and you confiscate it. There is no such reason in the world."

"After land reform, the lives of the common people have become better. General Zhang, do you think this is not good?" Chen Ke continued to ask. This was where Chen Ke's justice lay. Land reform pushed the progress of the times. In the future progress of the times, everyone's life would become better. If Zhang Xun couldn't understand this, Chen Ke could determine how to deal with Zhang Xun's group.

Zhang Xun fell silent again, and the silence lasted quite long. After a good while, Zhang Xun spoke, "Brother Chen, what you said makes sense. I have also seen some changes in Jiangxi after land reform. If I say the livelihoods of the common people haven't improved after land reform, I can't go against this conscience. But I think you have to give the gentry an explanation."

"What kind of explanation?" Chen Ke was very interested in this.

Seeing that Chen Ke did not use power to pressure people, Zhang Xun remained silent for another while before saying, "I know the gentry cannot defeat the People's Party. Since you hold the power over life and death, the gentry can at most fight to the death. That little doll He Zudao is very insidious, trying every way to provoke the gentry to rebel so he can legitimately kill us as a sacrifice to the flag. I, Zhang Xun, am not afraid of death, and I won't let the gentry fall into such a trap. Since Brother Chen asked, I'll speak frankly. The gentry's land is gone. You have to let people have a say and hold some power. After all, this land was taken from the gentry. If there isn't an explanation, what does this count as?"

"General Zhang, can you speak more clearly? I'm still not clear. Just saying holding power, how exactly to hold power? Hold what power? Is it to let the gentry be village officials? Or let the gentry be the masters of our People's Party? Or something else?" Chen Ke asked with a kind tone.

"This..." Zhang Xun fell silent again. Exactly what power to hold, Zhang Xun really hadn't thought it through. Hearing that the People's Party had conquered Jiangxi, Jiangxi gentry immediately wrote to Zhang Xun, asking him to bring troops back to save Jiangxi.

But Zhang Xun had no soldiers and no power at that time. Troops needed to be paid. Asking Zhang Xun to pay out of his own pocket to form an army to fight back to Jiangxi was obviously unreliable. The People's Party didn't even fear the Beiyang Army. Even if Zhang Xun brought a few thousand soldiers, it would just be sending them to their deaths. But he couldn't withstand the repeated pleading of the Jiangxi gentry. Plus, the fact that Yuan Shikai seized the central power greatly stimulated Zhang Xun. Zhang Xun was completely loyal to the Manchu Qing in his bones. Seeing that the Manchu Qing was hopeless, a chest full of grief and indignation turned into the courage to die, so he simply returned to Jiangxi.

But the situation in Jiangxi was far beyond Zhang Xun's expectations. Although the People's Party imposed military control, they did not slaughter the gentry or plunder wealth. Zhang Xun immediately came forward personally, contacting local Jiangxi gentry and celebrities, trying to unite to "ask for an explanation" from the People's Party. But he didn't expect the People's Party leader He Zudao to be insidious and vicious. He first exterminated bandits and restored order in Jiangxi. Immediately after, he suppressed bad gentry everywhere in the name of repaying blood debts. What was more exasperating was that He Zudao also invited Zhang Xun and other celebrities to participate in public judgment rallies.

The anger towards oppressors and the excitement of liberation shown by the masses at the public judgment rallies really scared these people quite a bit. The Manchu Qing was afraid of inciting civil unrest because in front of the angry tide of people gathered by thousands and tens of thousands, all landlords and gentry counted for nothing. The Manchu Qing had no other means besides dispatching government troops to suppress. Now the gentry had no government troops to rely on, and the People's Party organized the masses. Exterminating some gentry was simply too easy.

Moreover, Zhang Xun himself actually didn't like bad gentry. Zhang Xun's personality valued his native land. He himself might not be able to stop things that preyed on the common people, but asking him to jump out directly to support this group of people, Zhang Xun couldn't do such a thing either.

What shocked Zhang Xun especially was the People's Party's style of conduct. Jiangxi was under military control. These soldiers not only never extorted the common people or plundered the folk like other armies, but on the contrary, they maintained order and helped the common people restore production in all aspects. And the common people, who had never been interested in the government, also began to organize and unite under the leadership of the People's Party army.

Zhang Xun had seen many big scenes after all. What Jiangxi gentry worried about was the terrible future of losing their land. What Zhang Xun saw was the future where the People's Party completely overthrew the existing order in Jiangxi.

Especially after personally visiting the land reform areas in Jiangxi, Zhang Xun became more certain of his thoughts. The People's Party opened schools, built water conservancy projects, and provided metal farm tools to the masses in land reform areas. All of this united the masses around the People's Party. What percentage did the gentry and landlords account for in Jiangxi? At most, less than ten percent. Under the leadership of the increasingly powerful armed forces of the People's Party, for ninety percent of the common people to completely kill off less than ten percent of the gentry, that would be the easiest thing.

Zhang Xun had realized that the current contradiction was not the land problem at all, but that the People's Party, starting with the land problem, would rebuild a new Jiangxi where "muddy legs" (peasants) were masters of the house. When this new Jiangxi was built, the gentry would never have a day to turn over.

And the People's Party leader He Zudao openly collected the bad deeds of the gentry everywhere, threatening the gentry under the banner of "redressing grievances for the common people." Some gentry fell into the trap and foolishly resisted with force. As a result, their heads were soon hung in conspicuous places everywhere.

Zhang Xun finally relied on his prestige to persuade the gentry not to act rashly, which was considered preserving a part of the strength. Until he was received by Chen Ke.

Thinking of this, Zhang Xun had made up his mind. Being masters of the People's Party, that was all Chen Ke's teasing. Zhang Xun said, "If there are no seats for the gentry in the assembly, this is absolutely unacceptable."

After saying this, Zhang Xun waited with bated breath for Chen Ke's reply, but heard Chen Ke laugh: "Is that the only request?"

"Brother Chen is willing to agree?" Zhang Xun asked in surprise.
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Chapter 82: Changes in Various Provinces (Part 14)

History has always been interactive; Chen Ke felt this deeply. As a time traveler, Chen Ke originally thought there was nothing he could learn from this era. But later, he realized he was wrong. If all he did previously was push for revolution, then once the revolution was mobilized, Chen Ke gradually discovered his understanding of revolution was naive. Chen Ke used to think revolution was a process, but after personally engaging in it, he realized the essence of revolution is "progress."

Being a time traveler might imply superiority relative to this era, but if the time traveler themselves does not pursue "progress," then the revolution still hasn't found the right direction. That would only mean the passive advancement of society and the active degeneration of the time traveler.

What made Chen Ke realize this were his revolutionary comrades. While the cadres of the People's Party learned from Chen Ke and gradually awakened to the necessity of "progress," they also taught Chen Ke a profound lesson. Although Chen Ke constantly spoke of social progress, deep down he subconsciously believed he could be an exception. It wasn't until these comrades made Chen Ke understand that everyone must constantly improve.

With this realization, Chen Ke no longer viewed Zhang Xun simply as "backward" or a "reactionary." Compared to the Manchu Qing's feudal power enfeoffment system, Zhang Xun's attempt to establish a political force of the gentry to participate in politics could be considered a huge step forward. But once the clarion call of the people's revolution sounded, this progress became somewhat insignificant. It even became a stumbling block hindering the great progress of the people's revolution. However, this could not negate the progress of the gentry class represented by Zhang Xun. Even if this progress was for the sake of opposing the People's Party, progress was still progress.

If the gentry could really organize themselves, Chen Ke didn't have the intention of beating them to death with one stick. "General Zhang, I suggest you go back and discuss with the gentry you have united. What exactly do you want to do? I think open and honest negotiation is a very good choice. What do you think?"

Zhang Xun laughed self-mockingly. "Since Brother Chen puts it this way, you must already have a verdict in your heart on how to deal with us, right?"

"If I say it, General Zhang may not be willing to believe it." Chen Ke kept him in suspense slightly.

"But speak freely. Given the current situation in Jiangxi, Brother Chen already controls the big picture. We are putting up a desperate fight in a corner; what is there we dare not hear?" Zhang Xun was quite straightforward.

Chen Ke was also straightforward. "Land reform must be carried out. Whether the gentry support it or not, we are determined to do it. When General Zhang talks about this with the gentry, there is no need to hide this point."

Zhang Xun's face turned ugly, though this was something he already knew. For the sake of land reform, Zhang Xun had spoken with He Zudao many times, and He Zudao had this same firm attitude.

Chen Ke didn't want Zhang Xun to have any misunderstandings, so he added, "Land reform is land reform. What the People's Party wants is for everyone to have land to farm. The gentry should have land to farm, and the common people should also have land to farm. We do not accept the common people being displaced and living in precariousness. General Zhang stands on the position of the gentry and feels the gentry are pitiful. We, the People's Party, stand on the position of the people and the masses, and we feel the masses are even more pitiful. If the gentry landlords insist on opposing land reform, we will arrest those who should be arrested and kill those who should be killed, without any leniency."

He Zudao had long promoted the land reform policy in Jiangxi. Land reform was not about stripping the gentry clean, but ensuring everyone had land to farm. Moreover, the People's Party guaranteed that only land would be distributed, and floating wealth would not be confiscated. That is to say, land was distributed, but the gentry's property was not. Farm cattle, farming tools, gold and silver treasures at home, and the shops and businesses they ran—the People's Party would not touch a single hair. This clear stance was also the reason why many gentry dared to persist until now. In their view, the People's Party had not yet reached the level of "rebellious mob."

Zhang Xun listened silently with a dark face. He originally thought Chen Ke's attitude would differ from He Zudao's. If it were the Manchu Qing, there would certainly be someone playing the red face and someone playing the white face. He never expected that from top to bottom, the People's Party had only one face and one attitude. The words spoken by He Zudao and Chen Ke didn't differ by more than a few characters. The meaning was exactly the same.

"General Zhang, if the gentry are willing to actively accept land reform, we have a foundation to continue talking. If they don't accept it, they can look out for themselves." Chen Ke gave a clear answer.

Zhang Xun continued to nod slightly with a dark face. "Chairman Chen said you only want land and not wealth. Is this sincere?"

Chen Ke laughed. "Has anyone here said otherwise? Or have we really confiscated anyone else's money? Of course, if someone robbed others' property, we have to demand the return of the stolen goods. This has nothing to do with land reform. This is a civil case."

When Grandpa Mao formulated land reform policies back then, he did not advocate confiscating landlords' floating wealth. Moreover, the Party had limited experience back then, and there were problems with the planning of many policies. Later, in reflections on post-liberation agricultural policies and large-scale land reform, there were many reviews. Land reform was definitely correct, but the pressure back then was too great, and agricultural technology services and industrial back-feeding could not be achieved. The policies were also slightly ahead of their time. The overall land reform could be scored 85 out of 100, leaving some gap from a perfect score.

Chen Ke believed that as a time traveler, he might be able to achieve 95 points. Now his attitude was simple: just being able to implement the formulated land reform without distortion would be enough. Let alone 85 points, scoring 80 points would be pretty good.

Zhang Xun had no understanding of modern justice; he couldn't distinguish between criminal cases and civil cases. However, after receiving Chen Ke's guarantee, his heart calmed down a bit at least. Land was the lifeblood, but under the People's Party's land policy, the landlords weren't stripped bare. They could also receive a share of land equal to other common people. "Then I will go back first to discuss with the other gentry. But I wonder how long Chairman Chen will stay in Jiangxi?"

"That's hard to say. Anyway, the sooner the discussion yields a result, the better." Chen Ke gave a non-answer.

As soon as Zhang Xun left, Chen Ke immediately convened a new session of the Party School meeting. Jiangxi was under military control, so military academy study replaced Party School study for the troops. The formal, pure Party School model was not suitable in Jiangxi.

The first question Chen Ke asked straight away at the Party School was, "Comrades, why does our People's Party constitution define us as the revolutionary vanguard of the broad working people?"

He Zudao's political education seemed to be very thorough; the Party members in the troops answered extremely correctly. "Because our People's Party is a member of the broad working masses! We ourselves are laborers."

With this consensus, Party School education was much easier to handle. In the Hubei Party School education, this issue had been discussed repeatedly before the concept that the People's Party itself was composed of laborers was established. This was a most fundamental concept. If the People's Party separated itself from the broad working masses, the result would be catastrophic.

He Zudao had promoted the Party's theories quite consistently, and the cadres in the troops had a rather profound understanding of land reform. Land reform was not about equalizing the ownership of fields, but about the rational utilization of land as a means of production. Land nationalization did not refer to land ownership either, but to the redistribution of land use rights. After guaranteeing the land use rights of the common people who were willing to farm, other land belonged to the state, which possessed the power to develop and use it.

Regarding land planning and use, the political work system led by He Zudao really made Chen Ke feel it was magical. Concerning the key question of "why not let the populace lead the land development and use rights," all comrades realized that this approach was "unscientific, unfair, and unreliable."

The understanding of land by the military Party cadres was even wiser than that of a considerable portion of the civil administration cadres, which truly gratified Chen Ke. When the country was just liberated, because the land policy was not clear enough, the New China was directly built into the world's largest "agricultural petty-bourgeois country." Every peasant had their own means of production. With the level of agricultural productive forces back then, the villages directly possessed immense power. Once problems arose at the local grassroots level, they directly triggered many issues. The land reform Chen Ke was pushing weakened the autonomy possessed by the local grassroots to the limit. Except for the land distributed to the peasants, everything else was undertaken by various state-owned enterprises. This was actually quite like the later policy of migrant workers going to cities everywhere. It was just that now, peasants didn't need to travel thousands of miles to other places; they could work right next to their hometowns.

Chen Ke was never a revolutionary idealist; he was more realistic. Establishing large-scale state-owned farms or enterprises aimed to maximize the acquisition of tax revenue and supplies. Collecting taxes door-to-door always caused great dissatisfaction among the masses and increased local conflicts. Collecting grain directly from large farms was much easier. Moreover, large farms could serve as bases for improved seeds and leaders in popularizing agricultural technology. Even for their own sake, peasants would try to learn more advanced technologies. Furthermore, large farms were also very good demonstration units.

Someone raised these questions in the Party School, and Chen Ke informed the comrades of the policy without concealment. "Rather than going through untold hardships to transform every single person among the masses, it is better to solidly let the masses realize the advantages and benefits of socialized mass production. This is the inevitable direction of social development. The agricultural society of 'men plowing and women weaving' looks beautiful, but this social model is destined to be replaced by the industrial society, which looks more complex and has more contradictions. This is the inevitability of the development of productive forces. This is absolutely not accidental."

Chen Ke spoke from the podium, and the comrades took notes rapidly. And people kept raising questions. "Then to what extent should we explain this to the masses? If we directly say we want to thoroughly overthrow the small-peasant economy, the masses might not be able to accept it."

"We shouldn't talk about policy to the masses with a critical attitude; we should talk about policy to the masses with a developmental perspective," Chen Ke replied. "A problem was encountered during the land reform in Hubei. Some people thought our land reform was a kind of traditional 'benevolent governance.' After discussion, everyone understood this was a misunderstanding. Under the condition that productive forces remain at a certain level, so-called benevolent governance is just the government taking a little less and the people taking a little more. But the little bit more that the people take cannot fundamentally solve the problems they face. Moreover, if the government takes a little less, it has a huge impact on the government's necessary expenditures. Furthermore, comrades, what I am proposing now is still a very idealized model. This model does not include intermediate exploitation. It is the government collecting taxes directly from the people. If intermediate exploitation is included, then we face an even more ridiculous result. The government thinks it has implemented benevolent governance, but in fact, the intermediate class collects not a single cent less from the masses. And they will even collect more."

He Zudao had organized quite effective political training, and the tax issue was the top priority. Regarding the tricks in taxation, He Zudao had gathered many examples and captured tax collectors, organizing everyone to study and research.

Any government has to provide expenses for various departments. Leaving aside internal consumption issues, benevolent governance means cutting a lot of government spending. For government departments, especially for low-and-mid-level personnel, this is a matter of life and death. Cutting a certain tax burden means huge income adjustments and personnel adjustments. It would be strange if it didn't cause major chaos.

Seeing that the comrades had understood this issue, Chen Ke continued, "So what we need to do now is not some benevolent governance, but to develop productive forces. If the level of productive forces doubles, it means the simultaneous growth of people's income and tax revenue. The people will have the financial resources to solve the problems they face, and the government will also have the financial resources to shoulder the responsibilities it should shoulder. This is also the reason why we want to overthrow the exploitation system. Because the exploitation system does not achieve the maximum efficiency of social productive force development. For example, the silk industry. The market demand for silk is huge now. If it can't be scaled up, there can't be maximum benefits. Under the old-style exploitation system, it's impossible to scale up. How many wicked things do landlords have to do to concentrate enough land for scale? And even if the landlords have this scale, the officials will eye this big piece of fat meat. In the end, the officials will squander all the money they get. The result of countless tragedies of blood and tears is born this way. It is always the people who bleed and shed tears. As long as the exploitation system exists, the people can never turn over a new leaf."

The economy in the base areas was developing well. A considerable number of Party members were from the old base area in Anhui, and they knew the situation at home very well. Their own relatives had land to farm, and there were many jobs available. These employment opportunities were open to the broad masses uniformly. Life in the base areas was far better than before. After overthrowing the old system, everyone could see the new life of the broad working people. This was more effective than any propaganda.

Chen Ke's voice was sonorous and powerful. "Land reform is not a simple economic measure, nor is it simple propaganda judging good people and bad people. What this land reform needs to determine is also the core program of our People's Party: who is the ruling class of the base area? It is the alliance of the broad laborers. The new system serves the laborers, serves this alliance. Of course, the working masses do not understand the current situation right now. Many laborers do not have sufficient knowledge of the new country and new system they have never seen before. This is not strange. Understanding any new thing requires a process. Therefore, we, the People's Party, the revolutionary vanguard of this laborer alliance, must stand out and shoulder the glorious task of leading this great people's revolution, shoulder the sacrifices required by the revolution, and accept various hardships encountered in the revolutionary process, even suffering grievances. This is the situation you were destined to face when you swore an oath under the Party flag. This is the common cause of all us Party members."

The Party members offstage immediately responded with warm applause. Chen Ke waved his hand in the air, and the applause stopped immediately. "Comrades, the purpose of our meeting is to complete work, not to pay tribute to the leader. If everyone applauds me every time I say a paragraph, are you here for a meeting or to listen to applause? I will set a rule now: no applause is allowed during the meeting. what do you think?"

Hearing this, a burst of good-natured laughter came from the venue.

Compared with the People's Party's "serious yet lively" meeting, the meeting convened by Zhang Xun appeared much gloomier. Many gentry inside Nanchang City had joined Zhang Xun's organization. Hearing Zhang Xun convene a meeting, these people all ran over. Zhang Xun recounted the process of his meeting with People's Party Chairman Chen Ke today, and immediately, a gentry member's voice carried a sobbing tone. "Lord Zhang, it looks like the People's Party is determined to divide this land! My family only has these few *mu* of land. If the land is divided, how will my family live?"

The speaker was Zhang Zishan, a very distant relative of Zhang Xun. Zhang Xun looked at Zhang Zishan with a look of "hating iron for not becoming steel." Zhang Zishan's family had hundreds of *mu* of land, not just a few *mu*. And his family had quite a lot of grain and money; they were not the type who couldn't survive at all.

The other gentry kept silent out of fear. The People's Party's attitude was consistent throughout. This was truly unbelievable to the gentry. Before this, they had used all means, such as sending money, sending grain, pulling strings, and sending women. Unexpectedly, this group of young people from the People's Party was completely unmoved. There were a few newly promoted local cadres in the People's Party who had accepted some things recently. Just as these people wanted to take the opportunity to follow suit, the People's Party publicly announced the expulsion of these few individuals. The reason was clear: because these people accepted bribes, they were expelled from the People's Party ranks.

Since then, the People's Party cadres viewed the local gentry as floods and fierce beasts, absolutely refusing to deal with them. And those Anhui cadres who continued to be responsible for dealing with the gentry, although young, were all impervious to persuasion. But when they saw ordinary people, they were polite and attentive, handling things with ease. Such an organization could not help but fill the gentry with fear.

They had originally thought the People's Party Chairman's attitude would differ slightly from He Zudao's, so the gentry could find an opportunity. Unexpectedly, what the People's Party Chairman said was completely consistent with the lower-level cadres of the People's Party. Even the chance for sowing discord at the end no longer existed. Everyone was looking at Zhang Xun pitifully, hoping this person who had seen the world could come up with a way for the gentry of Jiangxi.

Zhang Xun was also extremely confused in his heart. The officialdom of the People's Party was completely different from that of the Manchu Qing. All the customs of the Manchu Qing officialdom were useless here in the People's Party. If he wanted to find opportunities to exploit from within, he feared it would take a long time. But the People's Party was pushing land reform intensely. Leaving aside whether loopholes could be found to exploit, he feared that by the time he found a loophole, the land reform in Jiangxi would have been completed first.

Thinking of this, Zhang Xun pursed his lips tightly, and those two thick mustaches trembled. The gentry thought Zhang Xun had come up with a solution, and looks of hope appeared on their faces.

"Gentlemen, in my humble opinion, I'm afraid we have no way to change the People's Party's mind in the short term." Zhang Xun spat out this sentence with difficulty.

Hearing this, many gentry collapsed in their seats like deflated rubber balls, and some had already begun to wail loudly. Although some gentry could still maintain their composure, their expressions wilted like frosted eggplants.

"There is no justice! There is no justice!" Zhang Zishan wailed. "The People's Party, these god-damned treacherous thieves, they are not letting people live!"

After wailing for a while, Zhang Zishan suddenly stood up and shouted, "Gentlemen, we can't survive anyway. Let's just fight these treacherous thieves of the People's Party to the death. Killing one is breaking even; killing two is earning one!"

Zhang Xun was already in a chaotic state of mind. Stimulated by Zhang Zishan's words, he couldn't bear it anymore. He slammed the table fiercely and stood up abruptly. "Zhang Zishan, if you are willing to die yourself, then go die yourself. Once you walk out this door, none of us know you. You want to die, but we don't want to be buried with you!"
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Zhang Xun had wailed bitterly before. Upon hearing the news of the deaths of Cixi and Guangxu, Zhang Xun, along with the Viceroy of Liangjiang Duan Fang and the then Admiral of Jiangnan Wang Youhong, had cried aloud together. Hundreds, even thousands of people weeping together didn't feel like anything was amiss. That was crying for others; as long as one cried loudly and appropriately, it was fine.

However, when a group of grown men lamented and wailed for themselves, Zhang Xun felt an intense discomfort. Implicit in this wailing was despair. Whether it was low sobbing or loud howling, it all gave Zhang Xun an incredibly gloomy feeling. The weeping brought not relief, but a more helpless oppression.

Zhang Xun himself wasn't much of a landlord, so his feelings towards the land weren't as intense as the gentry's. Clearing his throat, Zhang Xun said, "Gentlemen, the People's Party is powerful. Raising troops to resist is not feasible for the time being..."

"Then what about the Imperial Court? What is the Court doing?" a member of the gentry immediately questioned.

This question was asked so well that it lifted the spirits of some, while others looked at the questioner with disgust.

Gentry members began to refute, "When the Court was here, it couldn't do anything to the People's Party. Now you expect Yuan Shikai to send troops? That's simply impossible."

"If he destroys the People's Party, Yuan Shikai can be emperor. I am willing to write a petition to Yuan Shikai. As long as he can destroy the People's Party and protect my family's land, I am willing to do anything to support Yuan Shikai as emperor," a gentleman shouted impassionedly.

This stake seemed high, and some gentry members were already frowning suspiciously. Logically speaking, to become emperor, many people should disregard all risks. Compared to the risk of beheading, the benefit of becoming emperor should obviously be more tempting.

Immediately, a "smart" gentleman expanded on the idea, "Is there no one in the People's Party who wants to be emperor?"

This suggestion was obviously more reliable. If someone in the People's Party was willing to be emperor, as long as this person was willing to protect the vested interests of the landlords and gentry, in such a critical moment, the landlords and gentry wouldn't mind supporting this person to ascend the "Supreme Throne".

Listening to the completely bumpkin fantasies of this group of landlords and gentry, Zhang Xun felt an added layer of disgust in his already depressed heart. Did these gentry think that just by crowning themselves with the title of emperor, they could command the world? If it were really that simple, how could the Great Qing have fallen to such a state? The world still recognized the little emperor in the Manchu court as the true emperor. But so what? Internally there was Yuan Shikai monopolizing power, and externally there was the People's Party rebelling. Even a universally acknowledged emperor, if he could not effectively exercise commands, was no different from an ordinary person. Or rather, the title of emperor might bring him even greater danger and trouble.

Fortunately, there were sensible gentry members. He Fangwei, a *Juren*, had been sitting silently with a gloomy face. Amidst the gentry's desperate nonsense, He Fangwei couldn't bear it anymore. He stood up and said, "Gentlemen, since Lord Zhang has already made the People's Party's intentions clear, it is useless for us to be in such a mess now. Let's discuss countermeasures seriously first."

"The land is gone, what countermeasures are needed?" Someone tried to maintain order, but immediately someone else attacked. Zhang Zishan spoke first. Looking at his gnashing teeth, it seemed as if He Fangwei was the mortal enemy, the People's Party itself.

There were also some prudent elders among the gentry. Someone asked hesitantly, "Is the People's Party just scaring us, actually only wanting more money?"

"They've already killed so many gentry, how else does the People's Party need to scare us? We go to send money, look for connections—when has the response ever been different?" Zhang Zishan spoke fast and urgently, "Gentlemen, the People's Party will absolutely not let this go with us. In the current situation, either they die, or we die."

"The door is there. Go out and die yourself." He Fangwei could no longer tolerate Zhang Zishan's pestering.

"What did you say?!" Zhang Zishan immediately advanced towards He Fangwei.

He Fangwei stared back at Zhang Zishan without showing any weakness. Just as the conflict was about to erupt, Zhang Xun could no longer hold back. He slammed the table with a *pa*, "We are gathered together to find a way to survive. Whoever leads everyone to a dead end, leave by yourself. For those who stay here, if anyone talks about death or whatever again, I, Zhang Xun, will be the first to disagree!"

Zhang Zishan, being shouted at like this, quieted down a bit. He staggered to find a chair and sat down, holding his head in his hands and saying no more.

"Mr. He, please continue," Zhang Xun said.

He Fangwei looked around at everyone and said in a clear voice, "Gentlemen, we have been gathered together for several months, staying here for so long. What could be said has already been said to death. Now I want to say a few unpleasant words that haven't been said before. Please listen first."

The gentry had indeed discussed everything they could, and everyone was completely out of ideas. He Fangwei was of *Juren* background and counted as a figure in the locality. Since he wanted to say something "unpleasant", everyone wanted to see what new path He Fangwei was preparing to propose. Everyone sat down one after another, leaving only He Fangwei standing in the room.

"My He family is not populous, with only twenty or thirty people in the household. I am not willing to have my whole family executed because of this bit of land. I am as timid as a mouse. It hurts me to have my land taken. But asking myself honestly, as long as I am left with a way to live, I am still willing to live on."

These words were honest, and bitter smiles appeared on the faces of many gentry members. It was precisely because everyone was afraid of death, and the People's Party hadn't shown an attitude of exterminating everyone, that the gentry dared to gather here to discuss countermeasures. If the People's Party were killing gentry indiscriminately and seizing land, they would have chosen to flee with their whole families long ago, having no courage to hold a meeting here.

"I, He, think the name 'People's Party' is quite well chosen. One hears it and knows who they stand with. We've been scolding the common people these days for breaking the rules, but in my view, they broke the rules *we* set. We suffered losses, so of course we are unwilling. But from the perspective of the common people, they got benefits, so they are certainly willing to follow the People's Party."

Hearing He Fangwei actually speaking well of the People's Party, Zhang Zishan refuted, "We haven't oppressed the common people on ordinary days, and even upheld justice in the countryside. For decades, we've done quite a few good deeds. How come now, we are inferior to the newcomer People's Party?"

He Fangwei immediately replied, "The People's Party only collects thirty percent tax. When has the land rent we charged ever been only thirty percent? Moreover, this thirty percent tax is the *entirety* of the taxes to be paid. When has the combined land rent and taxes paid by the common people ever been this low every year? The common people aren't stupid. If the People's Party can really honor its promise, why wouldn't they follow the People's Party?"

Before Zhang Zishan could prepare to refute further, a white-bearded old man interjected and asked, "Juren He, then what do you think should be done now?"

"In my view, as long as the green hills remain, there is no fear of running out of firewood. They want land; we might as well donate the land. The People's Party is new to Jiangxi and definitely needs local support. We don't ask for anything else, just to seek a minor official position to serve the People's Party. Since the People's Party can collect such low taxes and yet has so many people who never loot, they must have their means of livelihood. However, I think these people will definitely botch many things. If the People's Party acts perversely, the common people will naturally know who is good and who is bad. At that time, naturally, there will be our opportunity. If the People's Party can really sit on this throne relying on just this bit of tax, then they deserve to sit there. We should just accept it."

Everyone never expected that He Fangwei would come up with such a proposal of total surrender. Most people were stunned.

Zhang Xun gently patted the table, "I agree with Mr. He's words. Everyone knows the People's Party started in Northern Anhui. The local tyrants in Northern Anhui were very powerful, with many fortified villages (*weizi*). Every *weizi* had hundreds of guns. Do you hear any news of these people in Northern Anhui now? When I, your brother, was the Admiral of Jiangnan, I knew some news. Not a single *weizi* in Northern Anhui remains; they were all wiped out by the People's Party. Those youngsters are always polite on the surface, but their actions are vicious. They never leave anyone alive who resists. Hard resistance is a dead end. Look at their current appearance; they will definitely carry out land reform to the end. Anhui had land reform, Hubei had land reform, Northern Jiangsu also had land reform. Jiangxi will definitely not be exempt. If we can't resist, let's see what the People's Party actually wants to do."

With even Zhang Xun saying this, the gentry completely lost their spirit. If they didn't have land, what could they do? Even if they muddled into a minor official position with the People's Party, it would be a life of running errands. There were tens of thousands of People's Party members in Jiangxi alone; how would it be their turn to call the shots?

He Fangwei continued, "Gentlemen, we are all good gentry. usually upholding justice in the countryside. Sometimes when natural disasters were too great and the Court still insisted on collecting taxes, everyone also took out their own money and grain to pay the government on behalf of the village. The support of the common people is the foundation of our lives. We are at our wits' end now, isn't it because the People's Party has pulled the common people over to their side? If we stubbornly resist here, we will only be defeated one by one by the People's Party. Only by safeguarding the livelihood of the people of Jiangxi and safeguarding the morality of Jiangxi can our words carry weight. The People's Party killed so many people but has been afraid to touch us—isn't it also because we haven't been in the wrong?"

"When has the People's Party ever been reasonable?" Zhang Zishan asked mockingly.

"Then when has the government ever been reasonable?" He Fangwei replied with a sneer.

"At least the government wouldn't engage in land reform!" Zhang Zishan did not back down.

He Fangwei gave a big sneer, "Haha, that's because the government was fed by us, and the officials themselves had land. Of course they wouldn't engage in any land reform. Has the People's Party asked us for a single penny? In this past year, has the People's Party collected taxes in areas without land reform? They haven't taken a single penny from us, so why should they do things for us?"

"They don't collect commercial tax?" Zhang Zishan still refused to yield.

"Let's speak from our conscience. Is the commercial tax collected by the People's Party more or less than before?" He Fangwei already had a somewhat dismissive attitude towards Zhang Zishan. "Likin and exorbitant taxes are all gone. Commercial tax is just once. The bandits on the road have also been wiped out. In this past year, for those who dared to continue doing business, who hasn't earned more than in previous years? They fulfilled the duties of the government, so they should collect that money."

Hearing this, Zhang Zishan finally understood. He pointed at He Fangwei, his arm trembling, "You, you really treat the People's Party as the government?"

He Fangwei replied decisively, "That's right! I am now going to treat the People's Party as the government!"

With a *buzz*, a commotion erupted among the gentry. This was the first time someone was willing to admit the official status of the People's Party. Before this, the gentry only treated the People's Party as a group of young bandits and never had the thought of genuinely acknowledging the People's Party regime. Now that someone had pierced this layer of window paper, the gentry could no longer deceive themselves.

He Fangwei's declaration caused a huge shock among the gentry. When the topic changed to seeking their own status under the rule of the People's Party with a cooperative attitude, the situation changed. The debate finally found a relatively reliable direction. The originally helpless gentry, whether supporting or opposing, all saw where the current core issue lay.

In the following two months or so, some gentry chose to withdraw, but there were also gentry who enthusiastically joined in, and some who withdrew and then chose to join again. There were even many who went in and out several times. The scope of influence spread from Nanchang to the entire Jiangxi province.

After discussing with some sensible gentry, He Fangwei formed a "Ganjiang Society" with Zhang Xun as the president. The Ganjiang Society took "safeguarding the public rights of Jiangxi people and supporting people's rights" as its main purport. In the selection for membership, He Fangwei was very smart. The first article of the Ganjiang Society was to support the administration of the Jiangxi government. It made it clear not to confront the People's Party head-on.

Because of this rule, it triggered explicit support and strong opposition from the Jiangxi gentry and academic circles. Opponents used "He Fangwei is shameless, betraying Jiangxi's interests to exchange for the safety of one person and one party" as the main point of attack.

Supporters believed that "stirring up chaos is useless and will only make Jiangxi chaotic and the people suffer."

Anyway, whether supporters or opponents, they were all literati. Literati were very keen on such matters, and various arguments were bizarre. With the "Ganjiang Society" as a gem in front, dozens of political parties organized by locals such as the "Jiangxi Society", "Jiangxi Revolutionary Party", "Great Harmony Society", and even the "Preserve the Qing Party" also came out one after another. For a time, Jiangxi could be described as "forests of political parties" and having a "strong democratic atmosphere".

The People's Party didn't care what exactly they said. With Chen Ke controlling the situation, the content everyone discussed went straight to the theme. Since the enemy had already organized, how should the People's Party's work be conducted?

Comrades led by Hua Xiongmao borrowed the wisdom of the Manchu Qing and characterized these "political parties": "This group of rebellious parties are purely fooling around!"

He Zudao also felt a headache, "It's really troublesome after the enemy gets organized."

In these days, the Ganjiang Society approached He Zudao directly to discuss cooperation on land reform. Their goal was clear: they wanted to seek a minor official position through cooperation. As the president, Zhang Xun actually asked the People's Party how they prepared to form the Jiangxi local assembly in the capacity of a "Constitutional Pioneer". It had to be said that this really hit the People's Party's soft spot. The military control of Jiangxi was originally because there weren't enough cadres to launch land reform in Jiangxi. They had to adopt a military control model.

If Zhang Xun hadn't stuck a pole in, the People's Party could have gradually implemented land reform under military control, swallowing Jiangxi within a year or two through the model of controlling key points and encroaching on various places. But suddenly so many political parties popped up. Each political party had its own slogans, but they were all based on the local community. And they had a common enemy: the People's Party. On many policies, this group of people dared to speak wildly. For example, "no taxes for three years after taking office", "everyone gets money after taking power", "the old are provided for, the young are depended on". Muddving the waters achieved the goal of this group of people.

"This is called us binding ourselves with a cocoon!" Hua Xiongmao said indignantly. The People's Party Military Control Government announced the People's Party's Provisional Constitution to Jiangxi, which was actually a reduced version of the Anhui Constitution. The "freedom of speech" part stipulated the rights of assembly, association, and demonstration, so various political parties came out one after another.

Since the era of the Anhui Base Area, although Chen Ke had made many temporary compromises with reality, the goal of the People's Party's one-party dictatorship had never changed. Realizing a New China of the alliance of laborers based on land reform policy—this was the consensus within the party. Party politics was not within Chen Ke's consideration at all. Everyone never expected that the seeds of party politics would actually appear in Jiangxi under military control.

"Chairman Chen, what should be done about this?" Hua Xiongmao asked.

Chen Ke hadn't expected the situation to change to this extent at first. When Chen Ke was born, the three truly powerful nations capable of destroying the world were "China, the US, and the Soviet Union". After the Soviet Union collapsed, Russia's party politics dragged the polar bear into the abyss of great decline. It wasn't until Putin came to power that the situation was maintained.

Countries that played this kind of N-party politics were all large countries without global influence. Among the five permanent members of the UN Security Council, four were one-party dominant or two-party politics wearing the same pair of pants. France was just relying on that bit of family fortune from the colonial era; even hydrogen bombs and nuclear weapon miniaturization technology were exchanged from China. It was fine for fighting small African countries, but after WWII, the servant army sent by France to Korea was beaten bloody by China, and in Indochina, they were annihilated by the Vietnamese commanded by China. In Africa, they even lost Algeria, separated only by a sea. The UK at least won the Falklands War.

Not discussing cloudy theories, just looking at the results, none of those playing multi-party politics could be a great power. Chen Ke naturally didn't want the base area to end up with this kind of outcome. But looking at it now, multi-party politics within a certain degree was unavoidable. Facing this new situation, Chen Ke originally prepared to arrange some countermeasures, but in the process of understanding these political parties, Chen Ke discovered an interesting thing.

Many "political parties" rose and fell rapidly. Forming a party today, dissolving tomorrow. This wasn't an adjective, but a fact. And more political parties were just rich people playing house of "passing the addiction and then dying". They spent a lot of money to gather a group of people to announce the formation of a party. After eating and drinking for a few days, when it came to discussing matters, immediately no one participated. The last few backbones felt it was meaningless, so they announced the dissolution themselves. Those that could persist for more than two months were all political parties with local financial support.

So to Hua Xiongmao's inquiry, Chen Ke's answer was simple, "Don't worry about how they fuss, we stick to land reform." Land reform could not only perfect grassroots organizations but at this stage could also determine state-owned land. The true financial source of the People's Party came from state-owned land.
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Chapter 84: Changes in Various Provinces (Part 16)

Napoleon once said, "For war, first you need money, second you need money, and third you still need money."

Grandpa Mao was much more elegant: "With grain in hand, there is no panic in the heart."

Chen Ke did not have the talent of these two great figures to point out the truth with such concise and comprehensive words. Facing the expectant gazes of a large number of Party cadres, Chen Ke could only nag like a mother hen and give a long-winded speech. "I want to emphasize again that we, the People's Party, are first and foremost laborers ourselves. This is the starting point for all revolutionary work. After establishing this starting point, we can discuss our differences from other political parties. Up to now, all other political parties in Jiangxi are political organizations formed by the exploiting class. All their policies are nothing more than letting others do the work while they reap the benefits. Comrades must recognize this clearly. The eyes of the broad masses are bright; they see who is presiding over land reform, who is working together with the broad masses, and who is facing and solving various problems together with the broad laborers. The masses see all this and keep it in their hearts. On this point alone, we can completely defeat all other political parties. Why? Who can tell me?"

This question seemed magnificent, with a high posture of strategically despising all enemies. However, Chen Ke was very worried about whether the comrades could truly understand.

After a brief silence, Zhang Yingchen, Political Commissar of the 204th Division, stood up to speak. "Comrades, we all come from working backgrounds. Everyone knows that no work means no gain. As laborers, under our current system, the fruits of labor belong to us. Those exploiters, once without the support of the exploitation system, can only eat through their resources until they are empty. The things we possess every year will increase, while the things the exploiters possess every year will decrease. As one falls and the other rises, we will definitely be able to achieve final victory."

This explanation could basically be given full marks. Not only was Chen Ke greatly impressed, but the comrades could also understand it. What impressed Chen Ke even more was that a comrade stood up and asked, "Does that mean we have to spend several years on this work? To fight a protracted war with these guys?"

The comrades down below did not have an attitude of seeking quick success and instant benefits. At least Chen Ke did not see that kind of impatience that believed revolutionary work must be completed all in one day.

"This comrade is right. Land reform is only one of the policies for developing agricultural production. From implementation to seeing results, any policy has an inevitable process. When we talk about materialism, dialectics, and science, we want everyone to establish an understanding of the inevitability of this process and recognize it. Therefore, at the current stage, we must unswervingly complete land reform in Jiangxi. This is the foundation of all our work."

The meeting quickly unified its thinking, and Chen Ke was very satisfied with He Zudao's political work. As long as they worked from the foundation step by step without arrogance or rashness, many problems would be readily solved. Not to mention that the enemies were essentially a disorderly mob.

However, in the meeting with He Zudao and senior cadres, Chen Ke still expressed some tactical concerns about the current situation in Jiangxi. "Comrades, doing more means more mistakes, doing less means fewer mistakes, and doing nothing means no mistakes. This is the custom of the old officialdom. Everyone needs to understand what this so-called 'mistake' actually refers to. The reason the People's Party can surpass other political forces up to now is primarily our own view on mistakes. What is a crime, what is a mistake, and what is a failure? This itself is what *On Contradiction* aims to solve. How to correctly recognize these occurrences, and how to correctly judge the principal and secondary contradictions leading to these problems—these are the thinking methods that comrades must grasp earnestly."

These comrades had followed Chen Ke in revolution from very early on and had also participated in the Wuhan Party School training. Chen Ke used shared experiences as examples to explain in depth the application methods of *On Contradiction*. Listening to Chen Ke's words, the comrades just nodded slightly, not excited at all.

Chen Ke was very reassured about these comrades. He no longer entangled himself repeatedly in theory, and the direction of discussion went straight to application. "Facing the enemy's attacks, we cannot remain silent and let them talk nonsense. We must explain our basic position to the broad masses, analyze it clearly using *On Contradiction*, and explain it in words the masses can understand. At the same time, do not fall into a trap, which is trying to use one contradiction to encompass all things. If we use this simple and crude attitude, big problems will arise."

"Do they really dare to talk nonsense and invert right and wrong to the point of disregarding their lives?" Hua Xiongmao's words were filled with murderous intent.

Chen Ke was momentarily speechless. For a political party possessing overwhelming military power, using the criticism of weapons instead of the weapon of criticism is one of the easiest misconceptions to fall into. Actually, let alone Hua Xiongmao, Chen Ke himself had no good feelings towards this bunch of literati currently forming parties. Before time-traveling, Chen Ke believed that these guys with heads full of exploitative thoughts had absolutely no need for reform, and shooting them all might be the most efficient method. After personally participating in the revolution, Chen Ke conversely felt that Grandpa Mao's approach of spending great effort to reform thoughts back then was the only correct line of thinking.

The graphic that represents the highest level of Chinese philosophy and even materialist dialectics is none other than the Taiji diagram. On the Taiji diagram, the endless cycle of Yin and Yang, especially after the two dots of "extreme Yin contains Yang" and "extreme Yang contains Yin" are placed, makes the logic perfectly self-consistent.

If only absolute support for the People's Party is allowed to exist, and opposition to the People's Party forces is absolutely not allowed to exist, then this country and system are completely logically inconsistent. When facing questions from many comrades, Grandpa Mao often loved to use a phrase: "Not enough struggle." Revolution is not a dinner party; progress can only be sought in struggle. Only in struggle can one understand the laws of things themselves. Killing off these old literati in front of them would be easy for the current People's Party, but the immense role these old literati can play in helping revolutionaries recognize revolution is simply not something the People's Party's own internal education can provide.

In China's darkest era, the Party emerged out of nowhere and eventually saved China. But in the New China era, a group of people appeared who opposed Grandpa Mao's thoughts and the socialist system. In the era Chen Ke was born into, the mainstream of public opinion was questioning Grandpa Mao and the socialist system. Precisely because there was questioning, criticism, discussion, and research, a large number of staunch followers of Grandpa Mao's line emerged instead.

Chen Ke smiled and said, "Without the existence of these guys, the people cannot truly recognize revolution. Revolution and counter-revolution are themselves a pair of contradictions. If there is no counter-revolution, where would there be revolutionaries? The two sides of the contradiction coexist. But society, in the final analysis, is pushed forward by productive forces. What the people pursue is not being a revolutionary or a counter-revolutionary. What the people pursue is a better life. On this common starting point of pursuing a better life, some people chose the path of revolution, and some chose to be counter-revolutionaries. Who can maximize the development of productive forces is the true core of winning mass support. Who can make the masses believe which path can bring real benefits to the people—this is the true focus of the struggle for public opinion."

The meeting with senior cadres took quite some effort. After the meeting adjourned, Chen Ke called He Zudao and Hua Xiongmao together again. "My original plan was to come to Jiangxi to have a look, and then rush back to Anhui as soon as possible. Plans can't keep up with changes, so I've stayed here for so long. However, I will be returning to Anhui in the next few days. You two comrades must complete the work now."

"Wenqing, you're quite good at being a hands-off shopkeeper," Hua Xiongmao laughed.

"It's not being a hands-off shopkeeper. It's that since I've been away from Anhui for so long, the situation in Anhui has definitely developed greatly, and this great development means encountering many new big problems. Social progress is like this; if you can't advance with the times, you will feel unable to move a single step. The more industrialized an organization like our People's Party is, and the higher the level of socio-economic development, the more and more complex the problems become. I also really want to stay in Jiangxi for a while longer, but I really can't do it. After the problems in Anhui are solved, I will go to Huaihai Province. Once the work there is smoothed out, I'll see whether to return to Jiangxi first or go to Hubei." Chen Ke recounted his work plan.

Hua Xiongmao was originally just teasing, but hearing Chen Ke answer so seriously, he also put away his smile. "That's too hard on you."

"It's only four provinces, it's really not that hard. When we liberate the whole country, if I have to run from province to province like this, I definitely won't be able to do it. Everyone work hard, don't be afraid of problems arising. You must face problems and solve problems realistically. If there are any problems that can't be solved, tell the truth when reporting. Do not make subjective conjectures. Problems arising is normal; no problems arising is abnormal. Zhenglan, you have a bit of an impatient temper. In these matters, you must take responsibility and don't think that problems arising is such a big deal."

Hua Xiongmao nodded, indicating he understood.

Chen Ke turned to He Zudao again. "Commissar He, when anything can finally be seen, it means that both internal and external causes are in place. At that time, it is absolutely not accidental. This time, so many political parties suddenly erupted in Jiangxi. From the perspective of these parties, internally they need to express their political demands, and externally, the existence of our People's Party has already greatly changed Jiangxi's old political and economic system. This is the key to this wave of party formation. Since the contradiction already exists in this situation, this situation will be long-term. Moreover, with the development of productive forces and the accumulation of financial resources in the hands of the people, more and more people will try to form political parties. Therefore, how our People's Party unites the masses and absorbs party members is very important work. You must discuss this matter more with the Party Committee. Not only discuss more with the superior Party Committee but also discuss more with the grassroots Party Committees. Party building work is the top priority."

He Zudao also nodded. "I have a plan to let the current senior cadres go down to the front line in areas where land reform has already been completed to work. Some comrades who perform excellently at the grassroots level will temporarily work in higher management positions. I think this can effectively improve everyone's overall understanding of the organization."

Chen Ke smiled after hearing this. Isn't this the policy of senior cadres going down to the grassroots that the Party often adopts?

"Commissar He, this idea you proposed is very good. Actually, the key is the transparency of decision-making. And I want to remind you, if grassroots comrades go to better-level management posts and they haven't learned to see the big picture, but instead become addicted to the pleasure of giving orders, that will cause big trouble."

He Zudao nodded very calmly. "There will definitely be such comrades. We will also pay close attention to monitoring issues in this regard. Some people may really not be suitable for certain jobs. Job rotation is also a kind of test."

"Mm, make these issues clear and explain them plainly first, then talk about the job rotation work. Otherwise, it will definitely involve personnel struggles. If work turns into personnel struggles, that will be big trouble," Chen Ke instructed.

However, things really were a case of plans not keeping up with changes. Chen Ke originally prepared to leave within a few days, but he delayed for another half month before setting off. Many new messages came from various provinces.

Chen Ke arrived in Jiangxi in November 1910. After nearly three months of work, it was now January 1911. The parliamentary system designed by Yuan Shikai to standardize the Beiyang provinces received responses in other provinces. However, these responses were by no means unconditional. Yunnan-Guizhou and Guangdong-Guangxi formed regional alliances under the leadership of the Viceroy of Yun-Gui and the Viceroy of Liangguang, respectively. They took the lead in telegraphing the whole country, suggesting that each province form its own parliament based on the Beiyang model, but for the first formal National Assembly, the representatives would temporarily still be the representatives from the previous provisional National Assembly. Formal election of representatives to participate in the National Assembly would be for the second formal National Assembly.

This suggestion received formal responses from other provinces, including the Beiyang Cabinet. Everyone actually didn't want to change personnel; they wished these National Assembly representatives could exist for thousands of generations. It was just inconvenient for the Beiyang Cabinet to propose this. With Yunnan-Guizhou and Guangdong-Guangxi taking the lead in advocating it, why wouldn't the Beiyang government be happy to oblige? The Prime Minister of the Beiyang Cabinet, Prince Qing, Yikuang, pretended to send telegrams to various provinces for consultation. Except for Fujian and Shaanxi, where rebellions had already broken out and which quickly wired back requesting re-election of parliament members, other provinces all maintained a supportive attitude.

The People's Party's attitude was also very traditional. "Before the Manchu Qing falls, the People's Party will absolutely not recognize any existing National Assembly."

Chen Ke was afraid he wouldn't have time to deal with these matters after arriving in Anhui. He waited until all provinces had reached an agreement before setting off to leave Jiangxi.

Chen Ke's troops marched rapidly all the way, with no plan to stop at all. Discussing Chairman Chen's anxious behavior in private, many comrades thought that Chen Ke wanted to hurry home to see his wife and child. Everyone had no malice. Chen Ke had been away from home for more than a year.
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Chapter 85: Progress and Conservatism (Part 1)

Fengtai County remained as lively as ever, but the city itself did not possess the conditions to be a political center. Just like Yan'an, no matter what destiny it held or what characteristics it possessed, there would eventually be a day of change.

This could be seen from the changes in schools and factories. Primary and middle schools were increasing, and there was even a teacher training school. However, Anhui Normal College, the military academy, and the technical college had already moved to other regions. Either to Hefei, Fengyang, Fuyang, or simply to cities in other provinces, such as Wuhan and Xuzhou. Although the masses in Fengtai County did not feel it, the entire government knew that as soon as the central government gave the order, many government departments in Fengtai County would move away.

Chen Ke's trip home this time was not just to visit; he also needed to discuss moving with his wife, He Ying. It wasn't appropriate for his wife to follow him everywhere, after all, Chen Ke's child was still young. However, he was going to take his family away from their home in Fengtai County and move to Hefei. North Anhui was no longer the center of the People's Party; in the north, Xuzhou would replace Fengtai County's status. In fact, there were already discussions about the location of the future center of Anhui. Now that the railway from Anqing to Hefei was about to be fully connected, Hefei was not yet the choice, but the call to re-establish the provincial capital in Anqing was no longer a minority view.

"The closer one gets to home, the more timid one feels." The larger the proportion family occupied in Chen Ke's thoughts, the more timid he felt. When he asked himself, he felt he could do right by the country, the Party, and his comrades, but he had failed his family in this era. He Ying was just living; she had a life with their daughter, but not a life of family reunion. This wasn't something Chen Ke could justify with the word "sacrifice," saying it was a necessary cost. He Ying didn't choose revolution; she was simply forcibly dragged into it by Chen Ke himself.

So when Chen Ke was about to push the door open, his hand paused, a rare hesitation. It was a kind of timidity. This was something Chen Ke could control.

In the yard, a little guy wearing thick padded clothes was running around. Chen Ke felt the fabric looked familiar; it was one of his navy blue fleece jackets. That was a travel garment absolutely impossible to find in this era, just with two holes worn in the elbows. Now, the child's clothes made from this jacket were worn over the thick padded clothes. Against the red brick house and the white wall, which had been drawn on with charcoal drawings that were childish but full of vitality—the kind only a child would make—Chen Ke suddenly felt as if he had traveled through time and returned to some countryside in the 21st century.

Hearing the door sound, the little guy running around stopped, turned her big black eyes toward Chen Ke, and then stared at him with that direct gaze unique to children. Suddenly, a tender, childish voice rang out. "Mom. A stranger uncle is here." The little guy shouted as she ran into the house.

Chen Ke didn't understand the meaning of these words at all. He felt his eyes heat up, and his heart was filled with joy. Chen Ke just stared blankly at his daughter's back. This was his daughter. Chen Ke had a feeling that was extremely unfamiliar but thoroughly moved his heart. A thousand thoughts intertwined and collided within him. Chen Ke suddenly discovered he could have so many unfamiliar faces. Father, kin, guide of the revolution, leader of the base area. The experience of thousands of struggles, negotiations, and even wars he had experienced circled in Chen Ke's mind. Each role wanted to speak to that small figure with its own characteristics, but all the incarnations were battling with this extremely unfamiliar identity of a father, trying to seize control of Chen Ke himself. Then, they gradually were defeated one by one. When Chen Ke finally forgot his other identities and existed solely as a father, his face was already covered in tears.

The room door was pushed open by his daughter, and then that voice like the sound of nature shouted: "Mom, Mom."

"Be good, what is it?" He Ying's voice came from inside the room.

"There's a stranger uncle outside." Because the door was closed, the voice was only faintly audible.

"Oh." The door opened, and He Ying's familiar yet unfamiliar figure appeared at the doorway. The husband and wife stood facing each other, one inside and one outside. He Ying had changed. It wasn't her hairstyle or figure, but that He Ying was now a true mother. She no longer had the melancholy look of her girlhood, nor was she the woman who had silently wept when they parted shortly after becoming a mother. Instead, she was a mature, capable mother living alone with her daughter.

Chen Ke was truly at a loss. Did this home, composed of his wife and daughter, still have a place for him? Chen Ke wasn't sure. It wasn't until He Ying rushed over, threw herself into Chen Ke's arms, and hugged him tightly that Chen Ke knew: he was home.
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The joy of family is a sensation born of instinct. Whenever Chen Ke held his daughter, his heart overflowed with an indescribable joy—a pure, simple delight and doting affection from the depths of his being. If it were within his power, Chen Ke would go to the ends of the earth and the depths of the sea to bring his daughter everything she desired.

The father and daughter talked, sang, and played games together. Chen Ke’s daughter even excitedly pulled his hand, leading her father to the wall she used for "painting." Pointing at her masterpieces, she attempted to explain her inspirations and creativity in the vague, fragmented language unique to children. Naturally, in the midst of her explanations, the little one did not hesitate to inform her father of her mother He Ying's past "cruel management." Chen Ke laughed until he was doubled over. He scooped up his daughter’s light little body and gave her several forceful kisses. In response, the little one immediately lodged a solemn protest against her father's annoying, prickly beard.

"You two stop being so wild and come back for dinner," He Ying said, caught between laughter and tears at her daughter’s "tattling."

"Carry... carry!" the little one held out her arms to Chen Ke. Although the straight-line distance to the dining table was no more than ten meters, Chen Ke's daughter clearly had no intention of walking.

Beaming with joy, Chen Ke picked up his daughter and walked toward the house.

"You should act a bit more like a father," He Ying said with a hint of jealousy.

"Aren't I acting like a father right now?" Chen Ke grinned foolishly.

"Then follow some rules. It’s a miracle you left such detailed instructions before you went away." He Ying took her daughter from Chen Ke's arms, led her to the washbasin to wash her hands, and wiped her palms and the front of her clothes dry. Only after He Ying and Chen Ke had each washed their own hands did the family of three sit down to eat.

Feeding, criticizing, threatening, and negotiating—the entire routine was well-practiced. The only change was that He Ying had added a new bargaining chip to the system: "If you don't eat quickly, you won't be allowed to play with Papa." After dinner, Chen Ke took the initiative to clear the table and wash the dishes. After finishing the housework, the family of three played games for a long while. Finally, Chen Ke and He Ying washed the little one's hands and feet and tucked her into her small bed.

"You've worked hard," Chen Ke said, wrapping his arm around his wife's shoulders and speaking with an apologetic tone once the couple was finally alone.

He Ying buried her head in her husband's chest and hugged him tightly. "Mhm!" came the muffled reply from beneath Chen Ke's cotton coat.

What should he do if He Ying started crying? Chen Ke thought guiltily. Just as the thought crossed his mind, He Ying began to sob in his arms.

"From now on, wherever I go, I’ll take you with me. We’ll never be apart again," Chen Ke said somewhat hesitantly. He wasn't entirely certain he could keep that promise, but he couldn't stop himself from saying it.

He Ying, however, shook her head violently.

"What’s wrong? You don't want to travel around?" Chen Ke asked.

He Ying let go of Chen Ke and sobbed quietly, "Wenqing, I heard that Aunt is gone."

No words could have shocked Chen Ke more. Although he knew there were truly no walls that didn't leak secrets, he hadn't expected He Ying to have found out. His father-in-law’s deep-seated hatred for the Sun family and his cold demand that Chen Ke not reveal He Qian's death to He Ying made it certain that He汝明 (He Ruming) was not the source.

The People's Party’s intelligence agencies had internal confidentiality regulations; no one would dare to be so reckless.

"Who told you?" Chen Ke asked. The moment the words left his mouth, he knew he had made a mistake. First, saying that was equivalent to confirming He Ying's question. Second, what He Ying needed now was comfort, not interrogation. Realizing this, Chen Ke pulled He Ying back into his arms without another word.

"Nalan told me." He Ying had already heard the answer in Chen Ke's words. She could no longer restrain herself and began to wail. Chen Ke could do nothing but gently stroke his wife's hair, unable to even speak.

He Qian was not someone who should have had such an end. That energetic, intelligent, and wise woman should have had a better, happier life. Chen Ke had always believed that. In the 21st century—no, even in the New China—He Qian would have had her own job and family; even if her domestic life were unhappy, she would have been able to survive. She shouldn't have died so silently. But the fact remained: He Qian was dead.

How she died and what happened in her final moments became completely unknowable after the Sun family cremated her body. Even on that point alone, the Sun family was beyond suspicion. He Ruming was determined to deal with the Sun family. Although it was unclear how far he would go, this was definitely not something that could be settled by simply producing a scapegoat.

Chen Ke felt a lingering sense of guilt toward He Qian. If he had been able to suppress his personal emotions at the time and treat her with the warmth due to a comrade, perhaps the outcome would have been different. But now, Chen Ke had nothing left to say.

After crying for a while, He Ying looked up. "Wenqing, you must avenge my aunt."

"I will do my best," Chen Ke replied.

He Ying knew how the People's Party operated. Hearing the slight hesitation in Chen Ke's voice, she lowered her head. After a moment, she suddenly asked, "How did Nalan Neruo become your cousin?"

Chen Ke had heard a bit about this. Nalan Neruo had posed as Chen Ke's cousin and was brought to the Shandong base area by Pang Zi. The Shandong base's People's Internal Affairs Committee had exposed her ruse with a simple background check. Posing as a relative of Chairman Chen was no small offense. The People's Internal Affairs Committee immediately launched a deep investigation, as the comrades were worried she might be an assassin sent by the Manchu Qing. Although the investigation confirmed that Nalan Neruo had a "bad background" as a Manchu, she didn't seem to be an assassin. Out of responsibility for the revolution, the People's Internal Affairs Committee had seriously discussed whether to summarily execute her in private.

When Chen Ke saw the report, he didn't know whether to laugh or cry. His own background was truly impossible to explain. In his public records, his ethnicity was listed as Han. But in his current position, it was no surprise at all that he might be "misunderstood" as belonging to another ethnic group, such as being Manchu.

"Fortunately, the South Koreans aren't a factor yet. If they had their 21st-century standards, the Banner people would be no match for them," Chen Ke could only comfort himself this way.

Regarding the disposal of Nalan Neruo, Chen Ke’s final instruction was: "A person’s head isn't a leek; once it’s cut off, it won't grow back." He hadn't followed up on the situation after that.

Hearing Chen Ke describe the events, He Ying smiled bitterly. "It seems I made a mistake. The People's Internal Affairs Committee came to me for information, and I said Nalan was my friend. At the time, I also wanted to know what was happening in Beijing, so I asked to see her. As a result, the organization sent her here to Fengtai County."

"And then?" Chen Ke asked.

"Now Nalan is a teacher at the school. she often comes over to help me look after Yueyue. By the way, Wenqing, I asked you to give Yueyue a name last time. Have you thought of one?" He Ying asked.

"You've worked so hard taking care of Yueyue; the credit is all yours. You should be the one to name her," Chen Ke replied.

"How is the generation character ranked in the Chen family?" He Ying asked.

Chen Ke couldn't help but chuckle. "There is no character. Give her whatever name you like."

"How about Chen Qianru? What do you think?" Leaning in Chen Ke’s arms, He Ying answered slowly.

The name was clearly an expression of He Ying’s longing for her aunt, He Qian. Chen Ke nodded. "It’s a good name. I like it very much."

It was obvious that He Ying was in low spirits. Chen Ke had no choice but to push through and sleep for the night. Before five o'clock the next morning, He Ying got up to take care of the daughter now named Chen Qianru. Chen Ke also crawled out of bed, bleary-eyed, to help. After breakfast, Chen Qianru followed her routine and went back for a nap. Chen Ke finally had a chance to get things moving and then, feeling refreshed, headed off to work.

Chairman Chen is back! The news sent a wave of joy through the Anhui base area. Perhaps the most joyful of all was Nalan Neruo, who now went by the name Li Nana. She had gone to find He Ying yesterday as usual, only to find a double guard at the door. Li Nana had been directly "advised to leave." Although no one told her exactly what had happened in the Chen household, the happy shouts of Chen Ke’s daughter and the faint sound of a man’s laughter told her everything she needed to know.

Under the dual stimulation of intense jealousy and joy, Li Nana had hardly slept all night. Her experience in the base area had been both terrifying and miraculous. The grim interrogation room, the expressionless members of the People's Internal Affairs Committee, and the merciless questioning had all left a deep shadow in her mind. But with the help of her old friend He Ying, Li Nana had finally escaped it all. With the cultural foundation of the Nalan family, Li Nana had obtained a teaching position after nine months. Aside from having absolutely no interest in political education, she found that neither the simplified characters nor the new Chinese language posed any challenge for the woman now known as Li Nana.

Chen Ke’s daughter was very cute, and being with the little one allowed Nalan Neruo to experience the joy of free play. A significant portion of the "masterpieces" on the walls of Chen Ke's courtyard were thanks to the teenage teacher, Li Nana. If she could be with Chen Ke, with He Ying as her sister and Chen Ke’s daughter regarding her as a mother, Li Nana felt that would be a very good future.

But seeing Chen Ke was quite difficult. First, the cadre compound had implemented new access control regulations. All entry passes for outsiders were confiscated. Li Nana couldn't even see He Ying, let alone Chen Ke.

The school had also begun making adjustments. The principal was interviewing teachers one by one, seeking volunteers to work in Huaihai Province. Li Nana refused without hesitation. "Principal Li, I still want to stay and work in Fengtai County."

The principal, Li Qiming, was a former military political commissar. Every school principal in the People's Party was a professional commissar. This "transfer" was simply a matter of reassigning excellent commissars. This was also Chen Ke’s order; historically speaking, when literati became principals, few failed to cause trouble. In this era, the literati always considered themselves superior, and the only system Chen Ke could rely on was the commissar system.

"Comrade Li Nana, this is a requirement of the revolutionary work. If you are truly devoted to the cause of the revolution, you must have the awareness to obey the organization." Political Commissar Li Qiming was still trying to persuade Li Nana to step forward voluntarily.

"Principal Li, I truly lack the ability to take on the task; I hope for your understanding. But I will certainly do my current job well." Although Li Nana said this, she felt somewhat uncertain. Chen Ke could not come home often; that was an obvious fact. If she only waited in Fengtai County, she feared it would be a long time before she saw Chen Ke in person. It would be better if she could stay by his side.

However, if she wanted to get her wish, she absolutely could not offend the principal in front of her. Thinking of this, Li Nana continued, "Principal Li, can I think about it some more?"

Li Qiming felt his heart ease a bit. During this round of job adjustments, it wasn't just Li Nana; there were essentially no teachers willing to leave Fengtai County for other regions. On the other hand, there were plenty of female teachers who hoped to return to their hometowns to teach. Most of the People's Party's own teachers were not locals, and finding those who were obedient and followed orders was truly a difficult task. Regardless of how others viewed him, Li Qiming himself was truly not good at dealing with these young girls. They would get emotional at the drop of a hat, or simply burst into tears. Going into battle and shedding blood was easy for Li Qiming, but he also had his own methods for dealing with the delicate nature of girls—even if he found it quite troublesome.

Hearing that Li Nana’s stance showed signs of softening, Li Qiming breathed a sigh of relief. He knew a little bit about Li Nana’s background, but since the wife of Chairman Chen had served as her guarantor, things were as they were. According to Li Qiming’s observations, Li Nana showed no signs of counter-revolutionary tendencies, nor did she seem to be a spy. This misconception only went to show that Li Qiming, this unmarried "old revolutionary," truly did not understand the heart of a young girl. Precisely because Li Nana had no intention of harming anyone, he had completely misjudged the situation.

Manchu women did not bind their feet, and having undergone military training at the normal school, Li Nana walked with a certain briskness. Returning to the teachers' office at the school, the other female teachers immediately crowded around and asked, "What did Principal Li say? Does he still want us to go work in other regions?"

"Mhm. It seems he truly wants us to go to other provinces," Li Nana answered curtly.

"Teacher Li, are you willing to go?" Everyone looked at Li Nana with expectant eyes. From Li Qiming’s demeanor, it was clear that someone had to go, and if Li Nana were willing, the chances of the other teachers being sent away would be much lower.

Girls were far more sensitive to such small schemes than boys. Or rather, if boys encountered such an issue, they might instead be very excited and willing to travel far. Li Nana turned her head slightly. "I still want to stay and work in Fengtai County. If anyone wants to go work elsewhere, just go tell Principal Li yourself."

The answer left the teachers feeling disappointed. But they couldn't exactly force Li Nana to volunteer. "Just how far has the base area expanded?" someone asked.

The People's Party had conquered vast territories in just a few years. Although the teachers had newspapers to read, neither the papers nor the maps could help them grasp just how large the four provinces truly were.

"My father wrote a letter a few days ago, urging me to get married quickly," one female teacher said with a blush. When these teachers arrived at the base area, they were between 13 and 16 years old; the oldest among them was not yet 20. But at this age, it was already time to marry.

This topic was far more capable of sparking interest among the girls than war or revolution. "Who is the other party?" the girls asked, their eyes sparkling.

"A merchant from Anqing. We were betrothed when we were children," the speaker answered shyly.

"Will the man come here to work?"

"Doesn't the *Marriage Law* in the base area refuse to recognize the legal validity of betrothals?"

"My father is also urging me to marry. But I can't get back to Anqing at all."

A flurry of chirping discussion immediately ensued. This was a hot topic among the girls recently. In this era, betrothals were made very early, and marriages occurred early as well. The powerful rise of the People's Party had significantly raised the status of the girls belonging to the Ministry of Education. Not only did those who were betrothed hope to maintain the match, but even those who weren't had become popular targets for marriage proposals. According to letters, some girls who had returned to work in Anqing were already preparing to marry.

Li Nana had no interest in this. She was about to sit back behind her desk when she heard someone ask her, "Teacher Li, you're from a big place like Beijing. Didn't your family arrange a marriage for you?"

"No," Li Nana said coldly. This was something she was unwilling to mention.

"Oh!" An exclamation of surprise rippled through the room.

Fortunately, the preparatory bell for class rang, finally bringing the discussion to a temporary halt.

While the female teachers discussed their own problems, the heads of the various schools were discussing the work assigned by the Ministry of Education with considerable dissatisfaction.

"The male teachers are willing to work in other regions. But as everyone knows, the male teachers are basically from our army." Although it was a meeting of the Ministry of Education, it carried the air of a military council.

The principals sat upright and still—not to put on airs, but because the army emphasized military bearing and appearance. No matter the level of their training, the commissars’ self-discipline was more than sufficient.

"In any case, we have signed work contracts with the teachers. If it really comes down to it, let's just forcibly assign them," someone suggested, adopting the firm "obey orders" attitude of the military.

"What are you going to do when the girls start crying and wailing to you? This isn't the army, after all, where you go when you're told to go and stay when you're told to stay." One commissar raised a different view. "Besides, we’re short-staffed ourselves. We have fifty students in a class now, and at least eight classes for every grade. These little girls are already being worked to death. If they go elsewhere, the results might not necessarily be good."

"Then what about the task? If we don't complete it, how are we supposed to answer to the Education Commission?"

"I think this arrangement is unreasonable. Other regions can't always expect to get people from us in Anhui; we don't even have enough staff ourselves. If teachers from elsewhere were transferred here, we would have no objection." One principal spoke his mind.

"Anhui has already reached its limit in maintaining the status quo. To place higher demands on us is clearly unrealistic. At least we should wait for a large-scale graduation of middle school students before we send male teachers to other regions."

"The key is that this is an organizational arrangement."

"An organizational arrangement cannot completely ignore local conditions. It's enough just to manage the teachers well for now. I don't believe that if they are forced to work elsewhere, they will truly be able to do their jobs well."

The discussion failed to reach a final conclusion. The former commissars eventually reached a consensus: "Go talk to Chairman Chen about this."
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Ma Qingsheng had been silent since he got out of bed, his movements waking his wife, Zhao Chunhua. Zhao Chunhua also lay in bed with a sullen face. It was already February, and the factories were about to resume full operations. Ma Qingsheng was a demobilized soldier and currently served as the Security Section Chief of the Fengtai County Silk Reeling Factory, which was considered a "career establishment" position. Logically, there was no reason for him to be in such low spirits.

"I want you to come back home with me to farm the land," Zhao Chunhua said suddenly after lying there for a while.

Ma Qingsheng said nothing. He first brushed his teeth, washed his face, and tidied his personal hygiene, then nimbly prepared breakfast. This was a habit formed in the army, where everyone had to learn to manage their own personal life. Even cooking was done in rotation. The field cooking squad was a specialty, with comrades who performed exceptionally well in cooking being selected for it. Ma Qingsheng had neither the desire to join the cooking squad nor the talent for it. However, he was more than capable of making breakfast for the two of them.

"Did you hear me?" Zhao Chunhua shouted again.

"If you want to go back to farm, go back yourself. I'm not going back," Ma Qingsheng replied coldly.

"You... you have the nerve to be tough with me, but why aren't you this tough with others?" Zhao Chunhua suddenly yelled.

Ma Qingsheng was suddenly enraged; he clenched his fists and stood up.

"You want to hit me, don't you? Then hit me! Just kill me and be done with it!" Zhao Chunhua showed no fear at all; she screamed shrilly.

Ma Qingsheng suppressed his anger and sat back down on the stool. He had hit his wife before, only to be visited and criticized several times by comrades from the Women's Federation. He also felt it was no longer appropriate to hit his wife. Finally, Ma Qingsheng let out a long sigh and sat back in the room. "You go home yourself; I am absolutely not going back."

"I... I don't want to go home either."

"If you can't go home, then find a job you can do and work honestly," Ma Qingsheng forced these words out of his throat.

Zhao Chunhua had followed Ma Qingsheng into the city after he was demobilized. In recent years, jobs in the base areas had become increasingly difficult to find. In the beginning, the base areas recruited workers extensively, especially in the old base area of Fengtai County, where various factories were established early and many people were hired. But within two years, those who performed well either became regular workers or signed short-term contracts. During the slack farming season, they would work in the factories. Many who were not suited for factory work were gradually weeded out.

Ma Qingsheng, naturally, was competent enough for his job in the Security Department of the silk reeling factory. Zhao Chunhua wasn't stupid, but she loved to show off. She had changed jobs several times; while being outcompeted by others was part of the reason, recruitment in the factories also had to pass through the labor union. In every anonymous vote by the union, Zhao Chunhua failed to be selected. She could never pass the formal recruitment process.

Ma Qingsheng had personal experience with Zhao Chunhua's performance. During his months at the silk reeling factory, everyone knew who Zhao Chunhua was. In the countryside, one might say "a person's name is like the shadow of a tree," but in the factory, every mistake Zhao Chunhua made was seen as Ma Qingsheng's mistake. Ma Qingsheng simply could not bear such heavy pressure.

It's easier to change rivers and mountains than a person's nature. Zhao Chunhua changed several units; she might start off more restrained, but before long, she would suffer a "relapse." Once she started showing off, it was all over.

In the Fengtai County Silk Reeling Factory, there were already high-level silk reeling workers with a monthly income of eight yuan. Ma Qingsheng's monthly salary was also only eight yuan. Being busy all day, his total income including bonuses was no more than twelve yuan.

The workload of a high-level silk reeling worker was slightly less than Ma Qingsheng's. He had seen them work while patrolling the workshop. Their hands were so fast, and their eyesight so sharp. These workers were completely focused during labor. After finishing work, they would prepare their tools, pack their equipment, and seize the time to rest. From daily chats, Ma Qingsheng couldn't learn much about these workers. He knew the basic situation, but for more detailed family information, he would have to go to the Personnel Department to check.

His own wife earned only two yuan a month, yet her "reputation preceded her." There was indeed a vast difference between them.

"I'm just stupid, okay? I can't do these jobs!" Zhao Chunhua suddenly began to sob and cry.

"You, stupid?! You just love to show off too much! Everywhere you go, you're afraid people won't know where you came from. Which family's wife acts like you when she goes out?" Ma Qingsheng roared.

Roared at by Ma Qingsheng, Zhao Chunhua was not to be outdone. "How are you even an official of the People's Party? Other people become officials to bring honor to their ancestors, but as a People's Party official, nothing you say counts for anything. And they even talk about liberating women! What exactly has been liberated?"

Ma Qingsheng's voice had been low and depressed, but hearing this, his face immediately became stern. His voice even trembled. "What nonsense are you talking about?"

"When you're an official, you have to be some kind of role model! Risking your life for the People's Party only to be executed—is that what a role model is?" Zhao Chunhua seemed to have a strong opinion on this.

Ma Qingsheng felt a surge of trepidation; he was almost numbed by these words. In the past two years, many people had been arrested in Anhui, tried, sentenced, and many had been shot. However, quite a few of them were People's Party cadres. The judicial departments and the People's Internal Affairs Committee were strictly enforcing discipline and working hard to perfect the system. As a cadre in the Security Department, Ma Qingsheng personally participated in the construction of this system.

"Any link operated by people will inevitably have management loopholes!" This was said to be a quote from Chairman Chen. In study sessions on system construction, this theory was discussed repeatedly.

Those responsible for ideological work certainly had a way with words. They didn't say they didn't trust others, but rather used the concept of "what is protection": "It's about not giving others the opportunity to make mistakes. Without a management system, no one can withstand temptation. To protect everyone's interests, we must improve the management system."

Ma Qingsheng had caught people stealing raw silk, stealing money, and stealing meal coupons. As a security department, their job was to struggle against these people. Among the People's Party cadres, those who embezzled or misappropriated public funds were certainly not just one or two. As the scale of state-owned factories grew larger, there were more and more such people.

It wasn't until many people were executed that Ma Qingsheng felt "not giving people the opportunity to make mistakes is protection" made quite a lot of sense. If management was strict, those people could at most get away with small things and would only be sentenced to a few years if caught. But without management, once they embezzled too much, there would only be a dead end.

Zhao Chunhua actually dared to question anti-corruption! This absolutely terrified Ma Qingsheng.

"What are you talking about?" Ma Qingsheng asked with a trembling voice.

Zhao Chunhua was also just speaking out of anger. How could she not know that saying such things would do her no good? There were also workers in the factories who questioned the People's Party. Without the People's Party having to lift a finger, the workers themselves would spontaneously drag these people out. Having stayed in several factories, the labor union met every Thursday afternoon to discuss various issues with the workers. If someone cursed the People's Party, the union would discuss the reasons behind these incidents. They didn't necessarily think the workers were wrong; sometimes they would even adjust some factory practices.

However, in Zhao Chunhua's view, as long as the factory refused to recognize the status of officials' families, there must be something wrong with these systems. Unfortunately, the People's Party here just happened to refuse to recognize the status of officials' families.

Seeing that Ma Qingsheng was scared half to death, Zhao Chunhua also felt she shouldn't have been so direct. She quickly said, "I was just joking!"

Ma Qingsheng didn't respond. He stood up, put on his coat, and strode out of the house.

The cold air outside made Ma Qingsheng feel refreshed, and the troubles at home seemed a bit better. As long as he escaped the annoying domestic chores, he felt much better. These days, he no longer wanted to go home. Zhao Chunhua made his life miserable every day. Whenever he suggested she return to their hometown, she insisted he go with her. And any attempt to forcibly send her home was rejected by both Ma Qingsheng's family and Zhao Chunhua's family.

In the village, Ma Qingsheng was already a figure of importance. Having been a soldier and now working in the city, eating from the "public pot" was an absolutely respectable thing. His family all felt that Ma Qingsheng was someone who gave orders and had no worries. Ma Qingsheng should be the one solving other people's problems.

This attitude from his family made him even more frustrated.

As soon as he entered the factory and saw the busy crowds, Ma Qingsheng felt his worries recede significantly. In the factory, all work was about learning to cooperate and solve problems together, very similar to the military's command system.

Just as work began, the factory manager called a meeting of all departments. "Comrades, the organization wants to draw a group of people from Anhui to work elsewhere. Is anyone in our factory willing to work in another province?"

"Where to?" Most of the attendees were men, and they immediately became interested.

"To Jiangxi, to prepare for a silk reeling factory there," the manager replied.

"Where is Jiangxi?" someone asked.

The manager was also originally a political commissar. The map of China in his room was spread out on the table according to the directions, and a group of people gathered around to find Jiangxi's location. The manager measured the approximate distance with a ruler and calculated it based on the scale of the base area map. A straight-line distance of nearly a thousand *li* made the comrades looking south catch their breath. Being a thousand *li* away from Fengtai County—just the thought of it brought an indescribable sense of excitement.

"Chairman Chen just returned from Jiangxi. It seems the work there has been arranged. You don't need to worry," the manager said.

"Chairman Chen is back in Anhui?" This news was quite fresh.

"Yes, he has already returned to Fengtai County. But how long he can stay here isn't clear."

"Is the Party Central Committee really going to move away from Fengtai?"

"This was decided long ago. But don't worry, our factory will certainly not be moved," the manager laughed.

Hearing this, the cadres fell silent. Whether Fengtai County was the capital or not didn't affect the work of the silk reeling factory, but losing its status as the capital of the base area made every comrade feel a strong sense of loss.

Breaking the silence was Ma Qingsheng. "I want to go to Jiangxi."

Everyone's eyes fell on Ma Qingsheng's face. The manager asked doubtfully, "Section Chief Ma, are you really willing to go to Jiangxi?"

"Yes, I am," Ma Qingsheng answered bluntly. Finding a good opportunity to escape his family troubles, Ma Qingsheng felt this was not a bad thing.

During the meeting, two comrades eventually signed up to work in Jiangxi. Other comrades either directly expressed their unwillingness to leave their hometown or said they would think about it.

The People's Party acted with great efficiency. Three days later, the organization issued a formal transfer order. Ma Qingsheng first used the excuse of going home to visit and took his wife back to the village. When he announced publicly that he was to obey the organization's orders and go to Jiangxi for work, the Ma family was not too surprised. When Ma Qingsheng was a soldier, he had been to other provinces. Furthermore, the arrangements made by the organization were not something these people living in the countryside could fully comprehend.

"Then what about your wife?" Ma Qingsheng's father asked.

"She'll stay home and farm," this was the best way Ma Qingsheng could think of to get rid of his wife's pestering. He truly didn't dare keep a troublemaker like her by his side.

"Is this a promotion?" Ma Qingsheng's father asked excitedly.

"It's not a promotion. In Jiangxi, I'll still have the same position as now," Ma Qingsheng replied.

"Then why go to Jiangxi?" Ma Qingsheng's father questioned.

"The organization arranges the work, and we just obey orders and follow commands," Ma Qingsheng felt a headache coming on. Many people around him were hoping that once he was promoted, he would look after his own family. Ma Qingsheng wasn't unwilling to do so, but this indeed involved the issue of the "clan."

The People's Party had always opposed clans, at least that was the propaganda in the army. "The China of the future is a China where everyone is equal; clan oppression will absolutely not be allowed to exist." This was constantly promoted in the military. There were many government workers in Fengtai County, all of whom were young and held an opposing attitude towards clans.

This opposition hadn't been elevated to a political level, but after the land reform, although the economic foundation for the clans' existence had been eliminated, the old clan system showed no signs of being completely wiped out. At most, after the land was divided, the contradictions between the "major branch and minor branches" were eliminated. Everyone lived their own lives, and the major branch no longer had the opportunity to oppress the minor ones. But young people like Ma Qingsheng still didn't have a place to speak within the clan.

The old-fashioned clan elders still felt they were the leaders of the clan and took it for granted that they should give orders on everything. For example, they demanded that Ma Qingsheng arrange several jobs in the factory for family members every year, and specifically specified they wanted the type of workers with the highest income.

This demand was quite absurd. The wages for People's Party workers were based on technical assessments and production evaluations. And for some industries, graduation certificates from specialized schools were required. For someone with a military background like Ma Qingsheng, this was perfectly normal. Before retiring, Ma Qingsheng was a deputy platoon leader. The army emphasized professional division of labor, and every specialty had specialized training. For instance, for the position of machine gunner, unless there was absolutely no one else available, it was impossible to just grab someone and have them operate the machine gun. If you did that, heaven knows how many machine gun bullets would actually be effective.

But the clan was such an unreasonable thing. After Ma Qingsheng refused the clan's demands, his family members had already subtly told him that some people in the clan were discussing whether to strip him of his status to enter the ancestral hall in the future.

This news was even more ridiculous. Ma Qingsheng now wanted to get rid of even his annoying wife. According to the rules, entering the ancestral hall required donating money. By not going to the ancestral hall, Ma Qingsheng could save quite a bit of money. The clan patriarch had told Ma Qingsheng before that if he wanted to participate in discussions at the ancestral hall, he had to donate twenty yuan every year. This was equal to two months of Ma Qingsheng's salary. Ma Qingsheng immediately declined. As a result, he earned the evaluation of being "ungrateful for the honor." If being "ungrateful" could save money and eliminate trouble, Ma Qingsheng felt it would be quite good not to deal with the clan for the rest of his life.

Zhao Chunhua understood Ma Qingsheng's thoughts even better. Hearing him say he would go to Jiangxi alone, her eyes first went wide, and then she shouted, "You... you're getting tired of me!"

"This is the organization's arrangement!" Ma Qingsheng explained.

"The organization's arrangement? With so many people, why did they arrange it for you?" Zhao Chunhua wailed.

"I perform well at work, so naturally they arranged it for me!"

"You just think I don't perform well!" Zhao Chunhua pulled at Ma Qingsheng, wailing relentlessly.

Ma Qingsheng's head was spinning. Other people's wives didn't make such a fuss; why was his wife such a scoundrel? Ma Qingsheng had joined the army quite early. Back then, while on guard duty, he had seen Chairman Chen Ke's wife, and after returning to the base area, he had seen many other cadres' wives. Other people's wives were all quiet and well-behaved. Where had he ever seen such an arrogant person who didn't know the heights of the heavens or the depths of the earth like his own wife?

"If you think you perform well, then since the organization arranged for me to go to Jiangxi, you should support my work and stay home to farm honestly. You making this scene for me—is that performing well?" Ma Qingsheng shouted.

"You're acting like you're in the right! Tell me, who in the People's Party is like you, wandering all over and never staying home?" Zhao Chunhua wailed.

Ma Qingsheng shouted: "From Chairman Chen at the top down to the cadres and soldiers in the army, who doesn't travel all over? Chairman Chen's wife stayed in Fengtai County; you've even seen her go out to buy vegetables. Chairman Chen has been away for over a year and hasn't come back. If he wanted to bring his wife along, who would dare say anything? There are so many cadres in the army—who takes their family along when they go out? Who do you think I am? I, Ma Qingsheng, am nothing special!"

After giving his wife a thorough scolding, Ma Qingsheng left his sobbing wife at home and went to the local government to complete the paperwork, leaving his wife's work household registration in the village. Being a cadre had this one advantage: the comrades in the village all remembered Ma Qingsheng. The person in charge of household registration was also a demobilized military cadre and an old comrade-in-arms from the same unit as Ma Qingsheng. "Qingsheng, are you coming back to work?"

"I'm being transferred to Jiangxi and can't take my wife along," Ma Qingsheng explained.

"Are you going back to the army?" the old comrade asked in surprise.

"Not back to the army, still the silk reeling factory. A lot of cadres from Anhui are being transferred to other provinces for work recently. The organization arranged for me, so I'm going," Ma Qingsheng replied with a smile. "My wife loves to make trouble. She'll be farming at home; you'll have to look after her more."

"No need for such formal talk between us. By the way, the locality is organizing its own production teams for cooperative production. Which production team do you plan to have your wife join?" the old comrade asked.

"From what you're saying, there's a difference between these production teams?"

"Some production teams are doing well, but they're very hard to get into. The ones that are easy to enter aren't doing quite as well. You'll have to choose carefully."
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"Yo, Qingsheng, you're back!" the former small landlord Xu Guangmao replied with a smile.

However, even though Xu Guangmao looked polite, Ma Qingsheng could clearly see that Xu Guangmao was in a hurry to get out.

"Uncle Xu, I came this time because I wanted to ask about the production team," Ma Qingsheng immediately said, getting straight to the point.

The smile instantly vanished from Xu Guangmao's face. "What's wrong with our production team?"

"I heard that the production team you guys are running is doing quite well. I wanted to ask how one can join it," Ma Qingsheng said with a smile.

"Oh, that's it. Qingsheng, aren't you working in the city? Why are you asking about this?" Xu Guangmao asked.

"My wife wants to come back to farm. Uncle Xu, you know, I'm not comfortable letting her, a woman, farm three mu of land alone. I was thinking of finding a production team for her to join."

"This..." Upon hearing Ma Qingsheng's explanation, a look of great difficulty appeared on Xu Guangmao's face. "Qingsheng, it's not that I'm unwilling to help you, but our production team is especially exhausting. I'm afraid your wife wouldn't be able to hold up. Wouldn't it be better if you contacted a state-owned farm or an army farm?"

These words made Ma Qingsheng force a bitter smile. He had indeed contacted state-owned and army farms, but the scale of the changes in the countryside now felt unbelievable to him. Not only were the factories in the city undergoing institutional construction, but the farms were as well. "Input, output, process control"—all industries were starting to formulate their own systems according to this model. In agriculture, it could be summarized in one simple sentence: "Learn how to arrange farm work."

The government did not force anyone to work. Aside from food subsidies for children attending school, there were no food subsidies for other rural families. If someone couldn't farm due to physical strength or disability, the countryside arranged many positions suitable for weak labor. However, the income was only enough to keep one's stomach full.

Ma Qingsheng naturally didn't know about "welfare societies," and the People's Party never established any welfare systems. Social security meant providing labor and employment opportunities, as well as corresponding job training. Only those who voluntarily accepted these labor opportunities would receive enough food to survive for a certain period. Idlers who didn't like to work had specialized government departments for mandatory counseling. Ma Qingsheng had to realize a problem: his wife's current state was not far from being an idler.

People's habit was to compare. Compared to before, these days were good beyond one's wildest dreams. By working, one wouldn't starve, could have some surplus, and could afford a bit of clothing and household items. The well-off households of the past were only at this level.

But now, the person in front of him, Xu Guangmao, nicknamed "Xu Manchangua" (Xu Full Granary), led a production team of over sixty people. They farmed two hundred mu of land with a yield of over three hundred jin per mu. At the end of the year, each person could receive a thousand jin of grain. After paying the public grain tax, there was still seven hundred jin left. Plus mulberry cultivation and animal husbandry, such a production team could distribute an average of over sixty yuan, ten chickens, three sheep, and two pigs per person. Most frighteningly, while other households either farmed with human labor or animal power, Xu Guangmao's production team had actually bought two tractors. The People's Party's large farms had also just begun using tractors for plowing in large quantities.

Naturally, many people wanted to join such a star production team. However, from what Ma Qingsheng understood, many people couldn't last a year and were forced to give up.

"Uncle Xu, am I delaying you from your business?" Ma Qingsheng asked.

Xu Guangmao laughed heartily. "Qingsheng, it's not that I'm putting on airs. Plowing is about to start, and things in the production team are really busy. If you really have something to tell me, how about tonight?"

Watching Xu Guangmao's back as he walked away with great strides, Ma Qingsheng already understood that his wife Zhao Chunhua was likely far from meeting Xu Guangmao's requirements. Although Xu Guangmao wasn't in industry, the drive he possessed and his relaxed, natural movements were no different from the elite workers in the silk reeling factories. They were focused, clear-headed, and knew exactly what they were supposed to be doing. This was the appearance of a true laborer. Ma Qingsheng felt that even he might not be able to compare to Xu Guangmao.

But this instead made Ma Qingsheng decide to definitely talk to Xu Guangmao tonight. If his wife Zhao Chunhua could learn this attitude and improve herself to this level, Ma Qingsheng felt it would be worth paying Xu Guangmao to take her in.

However, Ma Qingsheng was unwilling to go home. Going home meant endless, fruitless arguments. Zhao Chunhua couldn't be persuaded at all now; she always felt she had something to rely on. Ma Qingsheng was her reliance. Ma Qingsheng didn't think he shouldn't fulfill his duties as a husband, and even paying to support Zhao Chunhua was appropriate. But the core of the *Internationale*, which the People's Party was so keen on, was: "There has never been any savior, nor do we rely on gods or emperors! To create human happiness, we must rely entirely on ourselves!"

Ma Qingsheng could create his own happiness, but he couldn't create the happiness Zhao Chunhua hoped for. In the People's Party, there were no "masters," and exploitation was not spoken of. Everyone was a laborer with hands and feet. Why could some people live such prosperous lives while others lived lives that were almost unsustainable? They couldn't survive the poor days of the past, and they couldn't survive the good days of the present either?

Walking around aimlessly in the village would be too conspicuous, so Ma Qingsheng simply left the residential area and walked toward the vast fields. The fields were filled with people everywhere, some plowing with livestock, others working with hoes. Some areas were wheat fields; after a winter, the emerald-green wheat seedlings were beginning to grow vigorously under the spring sun. The rice paddies for transplanting were also being prepared. There were tender buds on the branches, and small birds began to fly in the sky. In the ponds, ducks that had survived the winter began to swim and forage. Some fluffy little things were clearly hatched this year; the stronger among them were struggling and tumbling as they tried to learn to swim, while the visibly timid ones stood by the water, trying to find something with their flat little beaks.

Everyone was working, which made Ma Qingsheng, strolling through the fields, stand out.

"Qingsheng?" someone called. Ma Qingsheng turned his head and saw Wu Youwen, the director of the State-Owned Fourth Farm, coming up behind him.

The two were old comrades-in-arms, but since Wu Youwen had become a political commissar, he had retired later than Ma Qingsheng.

"Old Wu, where are you going?"

"Coming here for a field investigation," Wu Youwen replied. Being old comrades, after exchanging updates on their recent lives, Wu Youwen explained the characteristics of rural work lately when Ma Qingsheng asked.

The Party Central Committee's layout for agricultural work was simple: promote technologization in every stage. Previously, farmers organized production themselves, and the agricultural departments didn't intend to forcibly order the masses to change these old habits. However, the agricultural technology promotion departments studied each stage and its applicable scope. Most importantly, agricultural departments everywhere had to propose the time used for each stage and the labor required. It wasn't about encouraging the masses to adopt new technologies in a swarm, but rather teaching everyone "production processes" one by one and letting the masses choose for themselves.

This required not only demonstrations but also a large amount of research. What was demonstrated was not just technology, but also various labor usages and response measures for various general situations. Xiao Qiang, the director of the Anhui Provincial Agricultural Department, was an old political commissar of the 105th Division. He gave a report at a meeting titled "Successology and the Theory of Practice." The general idea was that since the masses could not currently understand the necessary stages of success or why some areas could achieve high yields while others couldn't, it was unrealistic to expect farmers to fully understand agricultural technology through theoretical education given the current situation. Furthermore, frankly speaking, what the masses pursued was not agricultural technology at all, but rather how to get good results. In this case, it might as well temporarily adopt a "metaphysical model" and provide more specific execution models for the masses to choose from according to their own circumstances.

"As long as there are enough models, there will always be a way that fits the masses," Xiao Qiang said in the report. "The key is not to exaggerate facts and to realistically explain the input and output of each model. Output doesn't even have to be discussed; input must be clearly explained. For the general masses, the greatest characteristic is a tendency to amplify the probability of success. For example, the improved seeds we provide can yield four hundred jin in our fields, but how much can they yield in the masses' fields? We must investigate this before we can say. Moreover, we must thoroughly study the different results caused by various details."

This speech was a bit too theoretical. Ma Qingsheng asked, "According to this speech, it's equivalent to telling the masses that it's possible for them to work hard for a year and harvest nothing. Isn't that too discouraging to their enthusiasm?"

Wu Youwen nodded. "That really is the key point. The core point of this speech is to teach the masses how to avoid low yields, rather than how to achieve high yields. Teach the masses what they must put in, rather than what they will definitely get out."

"Ha! Brilliant!" Ma Qingsheng praised repeatedly. This attitude grasped the fundamental point. If failure can be avoided, the rest is just a matter of how much success. If low yields are avoided, the rest is just the degree of high yield.

"This isn't just a matter of how the masses organize production. The work of researching agricultural technology and studying specific situations must be undertaken by the agricultural departments. Each farm has its own tasks. It's not just about us researching how to increase yields; we also have to research how to solve problems. Research where the operable key points are. It's really busy work."

"Then you'll have to be busy for several years, my friend," Ma Qingsheng sighed.

Wu Youwen smiled. "It's not just a few years. Director Xiao's words were that everyone should first plan to keep their heads down and work for ten years. The *Agricultural Handbook* is being prepared with ten or twenty million words. When I used to farm, I really didn't know there were so many tricks to it."

The old comrades sighed for a while. Wu Youwen asked, "How's the situation at the factory now?"

Ma Qingsheng sighed. "Same as you, desperately researching how to formulate systems. But now that you've said that, my thinking has opened up too. Not seeking the best, but trying to avoid mistakes as much as possible. Trying to keep everything within a controllable range. That's the attitude for getting things done."

"That's all we can do. If nothing goes wrong, everything's fine. If something does happen, solve the problem and try to make sure it doesn't happen next time." Wu Youwen seemed to have settled on his approach. The two had nothing more to say, and Wu Youwen took his leave to continue his field investigation. Clearly, having received Ma Qingsheng's support, Wu Youwen's confidence in his work had increased quite a bit.

Ma Qingsheng continued to stroll slowly in the fields. Farm director Wu Youwen and Agricultural Department director Xiao Qiang, after all, came from political work backgrounds, and their insight was indeed different. Ma Qingsheng could do his work well himself, but he hadn't fundamentally understood why he could succeed or why he could complete his tasks. The core idea was how to ensure he put in enough labor and to guarantee the labor process, rather than heading straight for the results.

In contrast, his wife Zhao Chunhua clearly didn't want to put in enough labor as long as she could get the results. So she relied on this and that; as long as she could avoid labor, she wanted to use whatever she could. In final analysis, it was one sentence: "Zhao Chunhua doesn't want to be a laborer."

Comparing this line of thought with Zhao Chunhua's past actions, this conclusion was extremely clear. All problems were explained. Zhao Chunhua didn't understand that her work was just one link and that she had to complete all the work for that link. Even a small link was part of the entire chain. Only someone who could handle the work for that link was a qualified laborer. Zhao Chunhua clearly couldn't do it now.

Understanding the ins and outs of the matter should have made one feel much more relaxed, but Ma Qingsheng felt dispirited instead. Judging from this angle, if Zhao Chunhua couldn't realize this, she could never be a qualified laborer. At least in the city's factories, there probably wouldn't be a place for her.

Speaking of working, many people weren't necessarily more capable than Zhao Chunhua, nor necessarily more passionate about labor. But they had one advantage: they could complete the work. They didn't think they had any special privileges, and by working honestly, they could still survive. Not being outstanding just meant not getting the most money, but it didn't mean not getting any money. As Wu Youwen had said, "If failure can be avoided, the rest is just a matter of how much success. If low yields are avoided, the rest is just the degree of high yield."

The problem was that in Zhao Chunhua's current state, she couldn't complete the work. Aside from constantly manufacturing failure, she couldn't accomplish anything else.

Realizing he had actually married such a wife, Ma Qingsheng felt he really couldn't be happy. It seemed that letting Zhao Chunhua go back home to farm and rely on herself might be okay, but finding her a job in a factory was truly an impossible task.

He wandered for a long time until the sky began to gradually darken. Recalling his agreement with Xu Guangmao, Ma Qingsheng began to head back toward the residential area. The unified residential areas in the countryside of Fengtai County had become quite large after several years of construction. Not only were there unified residential areas, but there were also temporary residential areas in the fields. People used to set up shacks in the fields during busy farming seasons. Now, the temporary residential areas provided places to stay, rest, and cook. As the cooperative method spread, many things became much easier. Some farmers chose to go home, while others chose to stay in the temporary residential points made of brick and tile. Xu Guangmao was part of those who went home.

Everyone's courtyards were the same. The difference in Xu Guangmao's home was a room specifically set aside as an office. Several large pieces of paper were pasted on the wall, looking very much like work progress schedules in a factory. The difference was that there were many small cloth bags below with many slips of paper inserted in them.

"Uncle Xu, what kind of arrangement is this?" Ma Qingsheng asked, looking at these after being led into the office by Xu Guangmao.

Xu Guangmao replied calmly, "This is all what I learned from the farm. Every work arrangement, the characteristics of each solar term, planting methods, and precautions. It's easier to remember if written down. Also the planned workload to be completed, and the workload everyone has actually completed. As well as why it wasn't completed, and arrangements for temporary dispatch. This is all used for the year-end distribution based on work completion. If this thing is messed up, everyone will curse me."

In factories, there were specialized statistics departments responsible for this statistical work. Ma Qingsheng hadn't expected Xu Guangmao to have learned to such an extent.

Xu Guangmao was very concerned about the key issue. "Qingsheng, you said you wanted your wife to join our production team. What's that about?"

Ma Qingsheng smiled bitterly. "Uncle Xu, first tell me how you arrange people here and what needs to be done. I'll see if my wife can handle it."

"First, if you join our production team, you have to do enough work. Second, if you choose these tasks, you have to work for the whole year. Just those two rules."

Hearing this, Ma Qingsheng felt quite emotional. "How exhausting is it?"

Xu Guangmao smiled bitterly. "It's not really a matter of how exhausting. We have a few in our production team who are in their fifties, both men and women. They can all do it. It's just that you can't quit halfway through for me. This arrangement is for a whole year. If I have to find someone on short notice, who am I supposed to find?"

If it were any other requirement, Ma Qingsheng felt Zhao Chunhua might still be able to do it. But for such simple, repetitive labor, Ma Qingsheng felt there was a ninety-nine percent chance Zhao Chunhua wouldn't last a year. This "production team" of Xu Guangmao's wasn't really a production team at all; aside from the subject of labor being the land, the entire thing was arranged like a factory. Although Ma Qingsheng didn't engage in frontline labor, the security section patrolled what needed patrolling and inspected what needed inspecting. Preventing theft, fire, and unauthorized entry. If nothing went wrong at the factory, Ma Qingsheng's contribution wouldn't show at all, but the fact that nothing went wrong was precisely Ma Qingsheng's greatest contribution.

This was exactly like the Agricultural Department's proposal: "If failure can be avoided, the rest is just a matter of how much success." The direction of effort for this new social system in the base area was toward seemingly simple work. The problem was that completing this work was truly incredibly difficult.

Seeing Ma Qingsheng remain silent, Xu Guangmao misunderstood his meaning. "Qingsheng, it's not that I don't want people here. If people come, we have a few more mu of land. We also lack people and land. You know what prices cowhide, beef, and cow bones can fetch outside now. If we had another hundred mu or so of land, our production team could specifically grow alfalfa to raise cattle."

"Uncle Xu, haven't I heard that you can apply to large farms for land to cultivate now?" Ma Qingsheng couldn't help asking.

"You don't know. The land you apply for can only be used to grow grain, nothing else. And for the extra land you apply for, you have to hand over fifty percent of the grain. For your own land, you only need to pay enough public grain tax, and in three mu of land, you can use one mu to grow whatever you want. The government's control is a bit too strict."

Faced with the masses' questioning of the government, Ma Qingsheng naturally had to defend the government. "Isn't there the state-owned granary? If not enough grain is grown and a natural disaster occurs, what will everyone eat?"

Xu Guangmao laughed. "Qingsheng, I'm just being a bit greedy. I'll definitely do whatever the government says. You know, my family's original land was about the same as now, but back then, anyone could come to my door and take a cut. Now, after paying the official tax, I'm left with much more than before. These good days were unimaginable in the past. Right, Qingsheng, about your wife, what do you think? Is it a go?"

Hearing his wife mentioned, Ma Qingsheng quickly replied, "Uncle Xu, I don't think it'll work. Just act as if I never said anything, don't take it to heart."

"Oh, in that case, think it over for yourself."

Ma Qingsheng noticed that although Xu Guangmao spoke very politely, he clearly looked relieved. It seemed this production team was truly not easy to get into.



★


Progress and Conservatism Part 5

Volume 4 - Chapter 90

❧ ❧ ❧


# Chapter 89: Progress and Conservatism (Part 5)

Returning home from Xu Guangmao's place, Ma Qingsheng called his wife Zhao Chunhua into the room and asked patiently and seriously, "Chunhua, I really want to ask you: what kind of work do you actually want to do?"

Seeing how serious Ma Qingsheng was, and since this kind of conversation had occurred many times before, Zhao Chunhua was already somewhat impatient. She replied solemnly, "You're a man, why are you so anxious to force me to work? Are you ashamed of me because I don't work?"

Ma Qingsheng had already given up hope on Zhao Chunhua going out to work. This time, he was making a final attempt at persuasion. "Chunhua, look around. All the family members of the cadres are out working. Even Chairman Chen's wife works. She's doing very well in the Map Section. Can't you just find a job and work seriously?"

"Can I be compared to Chairman Chen's wife? Can you be compared to Chairman Chen?" Zhao Chunhua immediately retorted.

"Fine, fine. We won't compare. But Chunhua, I earn 12 yuan a month. Buying rice only gets me 48 jin. Is 48 jin of rice enough for the two of us to eat?" Ma Qingsheng asked.

Hearing this, Zhao Chunhua became upset. "You can't support your own wife, yet you blame me for not working. Why don't you just earn more money? If you earned 24 or 36 yuan a month instead of 12, would this still be an issue? It's you who insists on staying in the city, not me. If you went home to farm, I wouldn't say a word. You go out to farm, and I'll cook for you and bring it to the fields, wash your clothes, and serve you when you get home."

These words weren't entirely unreasonable. After learning about Xu Guangmao's income, Ma Qingsheng had no dissatisfaction with returning to farm. Zhao Chunhua might not be suitable for going out to work, but once they joined a production team, Ma Qingsheng felt he could definitely do very well. Moreover, the countryside wasn't like the city. There were many veterans in the city, but relatively few in the countryside. With Ma Qingsheng's qualifications, even if he didn't farm, he could still take on some work in the township.

The potential benefits were a great temptation, but Ma Qingsheng didn't want to return to the countryside. While city life had its downside of low income, one could see many new things there. The neat streets, the running water and electric lights indoors, the various facilities, and the changes occurring every day made it impossible for him to refuse city life. More importantly, there had been constant rumors internally that wages would see a significant increase in the future. Although the specific timing was uncertain, a reliable claim was that once the land reform in the base areas was completely finished, there would be a large-scale wage adjustment. Some said the base salary would increase by two yuan, and some even said wages would increase by half. If it really reached that level, Ma Qingsheng felt his economic problems would be solved. If he could earn 18 yuan a month, plus eating in the cafeteria, his life would definitely be quite good.

If Zhao Chunhua could work properly, even if she only earned 8 yuan a month, the couple could make a life for themselves.

Thinking of this, Ma Qingsheng dropped a final word: "How about this: I'll go to Jiangxi to work first. Once my income goes up, I'll bring you to Jiangxi. If it doesn't, I'll come back to farm. That's it, take it or leave it."

To Ma Qingsheng's surprise, Zhao Chunhua didn't make a scene. After a moment of silence, she said, "I knew you wanted to stay in the city. Qingsheng, tell me, how long are you planning to stay in the city?"

Ma Qingsheng was momentarily speechless. He paused for a while before saying, "I'll tell you this: I can take you to Jiangxi. But once you're there, you must stay home quietly. You're not allowed to go out and talk nonsense or make a scene so that everyone knows who you are. Do you think you can do that?"

"See, you still want to go to the city!" Zhao Chunhua exposed Ma Qingsheng's thoughts without mercy.

"Chunhua, is it that you don't like going out to work?" Ma Qingsheng asked again. In the People's Party's education, not liking labor was almost a sin.

"I'm willing to stay home and farm; I want to serve you at home." Zhao Chunhua felt no guilt whatsoever about not working in the city. Since Ma Qingsheng didn't argue or make a scene this time, she was actually quite happy.

"...Two years. I'll stay for two more years. If I can afford to support you, I'll keep you in the city. If I still can't, I'll come back." Ma Qingsheng shook his head helplessly and gave an answer.

"Then swear an oath! Two years at most." Zhao Chunhua clearly didn't trust Ma Qingsheng.

"Fine, I swear."

"To whom do you swear?"

"I... I swear to Chairman Chen! If I can't support you in two years, I will definitely come back to farm!" Ma Qingsheng said loudly.

Chen Ke didn't know that he had already achieved the status of a "heavenly spirit" while he was still alive. Even if he did know, he wouldn't care. Before he returned this time, he had the idea of rectifying the order in Anhui. Historically, by this period, bureaucracy, leftism, and rightism—especially leftist tendencies—would break out severely. The Party had made quite a few mistakes in these matters.

As it turned out, as soon as Chen Ke returned, he discovered that regardless of whether the Party was making mistakes, he himself had already committed errors of leftist adventurism and serious bureaucratic detachment from the masses. The situation in the Anhui base area was completely beyond his imagination.

Xiao Qiang was a good comrade. In particular, his report on "Successology and the Theory of Practice" showed a level of understanding of the countryside that was already superior to Chen Ke's. Chen Ke was, after all, a university student mass-produced by the education system, and he had a natural superstition regarding such educational systems. Denying this system was, in essence, denying himself. In his previous plans, he had wanted to establish a system of full-time schools and then use a new generation of laborers to completely replace the old-style laborers.

Comrade Xiao Qiang's agricultural plan, however, took another route. It involved improving and developing existing agricultural production methods and implementing "industrial feedback" at key points. When the people had a need for technology, the government would provide appropriate technological support. This was a gradual model and one that perfectly matched supply and demand. Rather than forcibly promoting things that the people had to learn from scratch, it was better to facilitate the comprehensive evolution of the various production models with which farmers were already familiar.

Xiao Qiang didn't know Chen Ke's opinion of this policy, so he somewhat uneasily introduced his overall arrangements to Chen Ke. Since the land reform had completely changed the land ownership system in the base areas, a model dominated by farmers' needs rather than the government's would best ensure stable development.

Chen Ke understood quickly and was very supportive. While they were studying the entire plan, the results of the base area's first census were also reported.

Huaihai Province had 12 million people, Anhui Province had 18.5 million, Hubei Province had 19.5 million, and Jiangxi Province had 11 million. The total population of the base areas was 61 million. The margin of error for this statistic was estimated to be between 2% and 4%, which wasn't bad for this era.

In the 21st century, China's population was nearly 1.4 billion, with Henan Province alone having 100 million. Chen Ke was truly shocked to find that the entire base area across four provinces had only 61 million people.

In 1911, most people didn't live past the age of 60. In the base area's census results, adults over the age of 18 accounted for nearly 70% of the population, totaling 40 million. In other words, the greatest problem currently facing the base area was an "extreme labor shortage."

The occurrence of an extreme labor shortage in China was a big shock to a time traveler. Chen Ke had to carefully study the current situation before he could truly accept this fact.

If calculated based on a basic living standard of 400 jin of grain per person and a yield of 300 jin per mu, 82 million mu of arable land would be needed. In reality, the available arable land in the four provinces of the base area was nearly 200 million mu, with 160 million mu already confirmed.

These numbers looked good, but the actual situation was quite different. Only high-quality paddy fields or irrigated land could guarantee a yield of over 300 jin per mu. These accounted for only 30% of the total arable land, or 50 million mu. This number was only possible because the People's Party had vigorously built agricultural water conservancy facilities in Anhui, and Hubei naturally had a lot of good land.

Historically, during the First Five-Year Plan, nearly 200 million mu of irrigated land were added nationwide. This was a great achievement that could not be overstated. From another perspective, it also proved just how poor the land quality had been back then.

Xiao Qiang, the director of the Anhui Provincial Agricultural Department, was not a bureaucrat who sat in an office; he was a veteran political commissar. Since taking office, Xiao Qiang had traveled across all of Anhui. Anhui had many floods and many droughts. To ensure stable production on irrigated land, large-scale water conservancy construction was required. And large-scale water conservancy construction required manpower.

As a military man, Xiao Qiang's calculations showed that about 1 million permanent engineering corps would be needed, and after five years of construction, Anhui's basic water conservancy projects could be realized. This didn't even include the manpower needed for railways and highways.

Compared to 40 million adults, 1 million didn't seem like much. However, among those 40 million, at least 25 million were women or people in poor physical condition who were completely unsuitable for such engineering work. In other words, across the four provinces of the base area, one out of every fifteen strong laborers would have to be mobilized for infrastructure construction. This was a frightening proportion. In Anhui Province, it meant at least one out of every five strong laborers would have to be pulled away for several years of arduous infrastructure construction.

The various armies across the four provinces currently totaled only 200,000 men. Even with this army as the core, the military would have to be expanded more than fourfold. Moreover, it was impossible to only build in Anhui; the other three provinces also required large-scale infrastructure construction.

From the perspective of the results, achieving the final goal would naturally be inspiring. The problem was that organizing such a massive construction effort required an appalling level of investment.

Chen Ke had once criticized the large-scale water conservancy construction under Chairman Mao's instructions as having "low technological content" and "insufficient overall consideration" while speaking from a position of ease. However, now that he himself was in the position of a leader of the base area, Chen Ke knew very well that the large number of basic water conservancy projects he was building would only have "even lower technological content" and "even less overall consideration." But without these basic water conservancy projects, guaranteeing a stable food supply was no longer a fantasy; it was a flat-out "delusion."

With only 61 million people at hand, how to effectively mobilize the masses was an arduous task facing the People's Party.

"Comrades, this census was very well done. We finally know what the base area actually looks like," Chen Ke said, not emphasizing the difficulties but leading with praise.

No one was too happy. After learning the relatively true situation of the base area for the first time, many comrades felt it was unbelievable. Back then, when everyone knew nothing, they had dared to follow Chen Ke in raising the banner of revolution and launched an attack on old China. A small political party of a hundred or so people had gained control over such a large territory and population in just a few years. That was the most surreal part.

Chen Ke had once told everyone about the situation in other countries in Europe and America, and the People's Party had already begun sending cadres to those countries for inspections in turns. Although called inspections, it was mainly to experience what the industrial countries in Europe were actually like. Statistical data from various Western countries were also constantly sent back to the base area and had begun to be translated on a large scale. Russia had 175 million people, the US 97.3 million, Germany 66.9 million, Austria-Hungary 52.1 million, Japan 51.3 million, the UK 45.6 million, France 39.7 million, and Italy 35.1 million.

The populations of these countries were not at a disadvantage compared to the base area. Except for Japan, the industrial levels of these countries were much higher than that of the base area. In the past, the young comrades all had the passion to completely wipe out the Western powers. When passion met hard data, reason told everyone that many things were meaningless if they relied only on a surge of hot blood.

During Chen Ke's subsequent discussions with the comrades, many of them brought this up, and Chen Ke had to digress a bit. "Our base area government's statistical capability has already approached the level of the Western powers. We should have confidence in this. Comrades, it took us only six years to reach the statistical level of the Western powers. Let's all applaud to show our recognition of our own work."

The applause was weak, but it at least gave the comrades in Anhui some confidence.

Chen Ke laughed. "How can we integrate theory with practice, follow the mass line, and do revolutionary work steadily? Knowing the current situation is the most important first step. If we previously only knew the general social situation, we now know more specific details. Now our work is more targeted. 'Before the soldiers and horses move, the food and fodder must go first.' Let's first discuss this year's agricultural work."

Xiao Qiang immediately became the focus of everyone's gaze. With Chen Ke personally overseeing the work in Anhui, Xiao Qiang also felt a bit apprehensive. His policy had received high praise from Chen Ke, but there were quite a few comrades in the Anhui Provincial Party Committee who didn't quite agree.

"Anhui's agricultural work plan for this year still has two key points. First, do a good job in the construction of state-owned and army farms. Second, improve the masses' ability to reasonably arrange agricultural production after the land reform. You've all learned that high yields in fields require fertilizers like nitrogen, phosphorus, and potassium. Chairman Chen has already produced synthetic ammonia, so the supply of nitrogen fertilizer has some guarantee..."

Just as he said this, someone already asked, "The synthetic ammonia production line is currently in Wuhan. how much can we in Anhui get?"

This was a key question. In fact, the agricultural production plan had been set last year, and whether they supported it or not, the Party Committee had agreed to Xiao Qiang's plan. After all, having worked for so long, every comrade understood one thing from their studies in the Party School: "The importance of investment."

After the People's Party School reinforced the concept of "means of production," the concepts of production and investment were naturally accepted. In addition to land, which was a necessary means of production for agricultural production, labor, technology, and material input were also indispensable.

When Chen Ke was handling everything in the base area, he had spoken at length about the characteristics of fertilizers. He emphasized the concepts of "nitrogen, phosphorus, and potassium" again and again. Potassium fertilizer was currently progressing slowly due to a lack of mineral resources and corresponding research. Phosphorus fertilizer was obtained by ducks eating fish and shrimp and then excreting it in their droppings. These droppings were then mixed with humus to raise earthworms. After the earthworms digested the mixture, it turned into excellent granular soil. Spreading this in the fields really had good results.

Chen Ke had said that large-scale input of nitrogen fertilizer must be achieved through chemical means. After the mass production of synthetic ammonia began last year, the comrades finally saw hope. Now, a comrade asked directly about the distribution issue.

If Anhui needed a large amount of nitrogen fertilizer, then Hubei definitely needed it as well. With the supplies held in Hubei, how much could Anhui get? If Chen Ke didn't speak up, everyone would feel uncertain.

"Everyone, don't overthink it. I guarantee that within two years, it's absolutely impossible for every household to use nitrogen fertilizer," Chen Ke laughed.

"Then when can we use it?" Xiao Qiang asked for everyone.

"Nitrogen fertilizer is first supplied to the base area's seed bases. Only with good seeds can the harvest be good. So this year, the large farms must also bear the burden of producing even higher quality seeds," Chen Ke replied.

The People's Party's seed bases were already widespread in Anhui, and the results after several years were not bad. The farms, of course, adopted them fully. Most farmers also began to choose high-quality seeds produced by state-owned farms. The problem with high-quality seeds was that it was impossible to breed high-quality next generations in ordinary land.

Furthermore, the seed bases encountered many problems that had never been thought of before. At first, everyone thought that as long as seeds of several generations were bred in very good land, they would naturally be good. As it turned out, some seeds even grew worse than ordinary seeds in the trial fields. When everyone asked Chairman Chen, who knew everything from astronomy above to geography below, about the reason for this, Chairman Chen's answer greatly disappointed the comrades. "I don't know either. I've only heard some basic theories. You have to research it yourselves."

The results of the research were all over the place, with all sorts of inconceivable theories. This once made Anhui's high-quality seed breeding look like a gathering of shamans. It wasn't until Xiao Qiang took over that he didn't say anything else but directly increased the technology investment tenfold. Of course, this wasn't random investment. Xiao Qiang required those doing research to expand the scale of their experiments tenfold.

This was possible because Anhui currently didn't lack this bit of land and manpower. With tenfold expansion of experiments, there would always be lucky occurrences of good results.

Four or five types of new seeds performed well, and through experiments, some of the shamans' speculations were also proven to be unscientific. With this attitude, Xiao Qiang temporarily gained the support of the comrades below.
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New China's path to industrialization was arduous and bitter. The War of Resistance Against Japanese Aggression and the War of Liberation dragged on for over a dozen years. When Baldy fled to Taiwan, he took every ounce of gold and silver he could carry. Steel output in 1949 didn't even match that of the Hanyang Iron Works in 1910. All construction had to start from scratch. All accumulation of wealth had to begin with agriculture.

Chen Ke's current situation was much better. At least he had managed to integrate into the world trade system, and the base area now possessed a respectable industrial center. However, this did not mean Chen Ke could neglect agriculture. One of the major changes in China's taxation in the 21st century was the abolition of the agricultural tax, which had persisted for thousands of years; there were even agricultural subsidies. Chen Ke hoped to abolish the agricultural tax in his lifetime as well. To achieve that goal sooner, rural construction had to be strengthened now.

"I agree with Comrade Xiao Qiang's approach. Once the strategy is set, stick to it. Next topic." Chen Ke's evaluation was concise. By now, Chen Ke dared not focus too heavily on any single issue—or at least, he absolutely could not let it show.

Xiao Qiang spoke up. "In our recent work, we've encountered clan issues. In previous years, rural clan problems weren't obvious due to floods and land reform, but now conflicts are surfacing. Many clan elders are attempting to issue orders to clan members. Many of our cadres have experienced this. The problem now is that some families with weaker production capabilities cannot temporarily break their dependence on the clan. This is very troublesome. I think we need to take action to govern this."

Chen Ke could see the helpless expressions on the faces of many cadres. It seemed the "many cadres" Xiao Qiang mentioned likely referred to these very members of the Anhui Provincial Committee.

"How much trouble have they caused us?" Chen Ke was somewhat curious. He hadn't had much contact with clans. There seemed to be a resurgence of "clan fever" in the 21st century, but that was purely a cultural pursuit of roots and novelty. The powerful force that once held the power of life and death over clan members had been thoroughly eradicated back during the Great Movement. Although genealogies were burned, ancestral halls torn down, and people struggled against, these costs were negligible compared to the social progress of burying clan law in the garbage heap of history.

"The clans can't cause us much trouble now. Let them jump; they don't have money anyway," replied Ren Qiying, who was now serving as the Director of the General Office of the Anhui Provincial Committee.

Hearing this profound mockery of the clan forces, many comrades smiled.

Ren Qiying continued, "Chairman Chen, I've investigated. In recent years, the clans have lost their function of providing relief. They're at most causing trouble, relying on their seniority to demand money from clan members. As long as the Party can clarify its stance towards the clans, they have no market among the masses at all. Young people, in particular, really detest the clan elders. They are willing to walk with our People's Party."

"The problem is that they are like flies, trying every means to annoy you. It's a real headache when we go to the countryside." Xiao Qiang seemed to have been harassed many times.

"Director Xiao, they aren't flies; this bunch is just grasshoppers after the autumn harvest—they won't be jumping for long," Ren Qiying advised.

"Flies or grasshoppers, it doesn't matter; the key is that they're still jumping now. That bunch is shouting again, 'Why should girls go to school!' Director Ren, you manage education, you must know about this, right?" Xiao Qiang seemed very dissatisfied with the clan elders and had started using the problems Ren Qiying encountered as examples.

Chen Ke saw Ren Qiying sigh slightly before turning to look at him. Chen Ke had always attached great importance to education. He smiled and asked, "What is this about not letting girls go to school?"

Ren Qiying, currently acting as the Acting Director of the Provincial Education Commission, said seriously, "The clan elders have jumped out to oppose girls attending school."

"Oh?" Chen Ke was quite surprised. Clan elders were actually targeting girls' education. Although such things did exist in the countryside, Chen Ke wanted to understand the specifics.

Ren Qiying explained, "The masses are very welcoming of kindergarten and primary school education. Everyone feels that having someone look after the children saves them a meal. It's a good thing. However, for junior high school education, there are many who are unwilling to let girls continue studying."

"But many children graduating from primary school are only nine years old." Chen Ke didn't understand this well.

Not only Ren Qiying, but some comrades of the Anhui Provincial Committee smiled bitterly at Chen Ke's layman response.

"Chairman Chen, in the countryside, nine or ten-year-old girls are responsible for cooking at home. They can't make complicated dishes, but they can light a fire and make soup," Ren Qiying replied. Seeing Chen Ke's somewhat unhappy expression, she added, "Chairman Chen, it's like this in the countryside."

Chen Ke was indeed quite unhappy. Those hyperactive nine-year-olds were at the age where they were universally annoying in the 21st century, but that didn't mean Chen Ke thought they should be deprived of their right to education. Suppressing the urge to immediately propose compulsory education, Chen Ke asked, "What role do the clans play in this?"

Ren Qiying replied, "Arranging child marriages is part of it. At least now, those patriarchs are openly saying things that many people dare not say. They argue that girls who read too many books won't be able to get married."

Although Chen Ke gritted his teeth and remained silent, his expression conveyed his attitude better than any speech could.

Ren Qiying was not so agitated. "Chairman Chen, on this matter, if our government forcibly intervenes, it will definitely cause big problems. Many among the masses think that giving birth to a daughter means she has to marry someone else eventually, and now she has to follow the government? They can't accept it."

The people are really shrewd! Chen Ke sighed inwardly. The People's Party had always prioritized the training of female cadres and women's education. For the government led by the People's Party, this was an inevitable course of action. In the government's view, the people were part of the country. The female citizens painstakingly trained by the People's Party naturally had to become part of society's workforce. But in the eyes of the people, their children belonged to them. The People's Party let these children go to school, and then they were going to take them away?

Needless to say, Ren Qiying sitting before him, and the host of female cadres in the base area, were now completely comrades under the People's Party. They were fundamentally hostile to the clan system. And the female students who were "snatched back" by the People's Party to become teachers had now stepped into their posts. Under the protection and support of the state, these girls were fully capable of refusing the domination of their families and clans.

From the perspective of social progress, this was absolute progress. From the perspective of traditional clans and families, this was the People's Party nakedly snatching other people's daughters. In the 21st century, everyone accepted the concept that children were members of society. However, in 1911, the recognized orthodox thought was that children belonged to their parents. If clan elders wanted to execute clan members, they needed a high-sounding excuse. If parents killed their children, they just killed them.

"What do the comrades think about these issues?" Chen Ke asked.

Everyone looked at each other. Yuwen Badu said, "After all, they are their parents. It's not good for us to intervene in these matters."

Compulsory education was easy to talk about, but extremely difficult to implement in China. This involved strong state intervention in family affairs. In China, by the time the concept that children must study—even if compulsory—was generally accepted, the enrollment rate had already exceeded 97%. Moreover, even with consensus, it hadn't reached the level of rigorous enforcement. Chen Ke had no experience in this area.

"Then have our comrades in Anhui mobilized public opinion to confront these people?" Chen Ke asked.

"Propaganda for compulsory education is being carried out, but the effect is not obvious. Parents are willing to let boys study, but they don't support girls. In this regard, we, the People's Party, are at a disadvantage." Provincial Party Secretary Yuwen Badu tactfully raised the difficulties they faced.

Before Chen Ke could continue, Ren Qiying added, "After discussion, the Party Committee opposes using financial subsidies to promote girls' schooling. Firstly, the financial pressure is too great. Secondly, doing so makes the masses even more suspicious."

"What exactly is the enrollment rate for boys and girls?" Chen Ke was very concerned about this.

"As long as boys pass the exam, it basically reaches 100%. Less than 30% of girls participate in the junior high entrance exam. Only 9% finally attend junior high." Ren Qiying cited the data fluently.

Pursig his lips tightly, Chen Ke thought for a moment and decided not to push this matter for the time being. Changing dynasties might be difficult, but without a more powerful revolution, making the theory that "women hold up half the sky" socially correct required strong political action. And right now, the People's Party really couldn't bear the negative impact of such an action.

"Regarding enrollment, let's publicize it first and not act rashly. The clans have jumped out to make irresponsible remarks; what is everyone's view?" Chen Ke asked.

Ren Qiying replied, "I still hold to my view. They can't jump for long. Without money, the masses won't follow them."

Xiao Qiang clearly did not support Ren Qiying's view. "Chairman Chen, if they just made a fuss or tried to persuade our cadres to support the clans, it would be nothing. Now this bunch has changed tactics and is inciting conflicts among the masses. Especially regarding water sources."

If Chen Ke could force himself to face facts and temporarily compromise on girls' schooling, his face became calm the moment he heard about the water source. This was his standard expression when getting serious. He tried to keep his emotions hidden, but he still hadn't fully mastered it.

"Chairman Chen, conditions in some areas of Anhui are relatively good; we only need to dig irrigation canals. However, many areas need reservoirs to effectively regulate water. The conflict over water sources in these areas is sharp. Based on the agricultural department's investigation, some clan elders have begun to regain dominance by inciting local conflicts. Although the local government is trying its best to solve these matters, basic water conservancy is the root problem. If this isn't solved, conflicts will erupt every year," Xiao Qiang explained.

"But when arranging work, we always have to invest in areas where it's easy to increase production first. We can't start work immediately in difficult areas. Chairman Chen, I'm not complaining, but too much manpower has been drawn from Anhui. Originally, army surveying departments helped us. Now the army has gone to other provinces, and technical departments are heavily inclined towards industry. We have completely insufficient technical personnel. I came from the army. If the survey isn't done well, there will definitely be problems in the technical design. So now we can only endure many things."

Xiao Qiang's query represented the heartfelt frustration of the Anhui Provincial Committee cadres. Anhui was once full of talent. With a population of 18.5 million, it had once gathered tens of thousands of technical soldiers and personnel, not to mention a large number of excellent cadres. The expansion of the base area had scattered these key people. There was no longer a large-scale technical team concentrated in Anhui.

However, Chen Ke had personally experienced that era, and he knew Xiao Qiang was exaggerating slightly. At least in areas where work was easy, Anhui had done decent surveying. The difficult areas Xiao Qiang referred to required much larger investments to increase agricultural output.

Regardless of what Xiao Qiang thought about the clan trouble, he raised a viewpoint that represented the current Anhui Party Committee: "Have too many people been taken away to support the construction of other provinces?"

Sure enough, although Ren Qiying differed with Xiao Qiang on some issues, they were consistent on this. Ren Qiying continued, "Chairman Chen, regarding sending teachers to other provinces, the vast majority of Anhui teachers are unwilling to go. Principals everywhere feel that whether for formal schools, night schools, or cram schools, existing teachers aren't enough for themselves. Moreover, teachers aren't party cadres and can't bear overly hard work. If you have overly high expectations for them, it's unrealistic."

At its peak, one in 30 people in Anhui was within the People's Party system. Now, the total number of cadres plus the army in the entire base area was less than 400,000. That meant in a base area of 61 million, only one in 150 people was in the system. With strength diluted to this extent, expecting work to be as smooth as before was unrealistic. The cold statistical data placed the problem squarely before Chen Ke.

No matter the political ideals or advanced systems, without sufficient personnel who could come when called and fight when they arrived, everything was empty talk. Transforming society didn't rely on empty words; it relied on overwhelming strength. And people were the embodiment of that strength.

It was fortunate that an agreement was reached with Yuan Shikai. Chen Ke suddenly thought, if not for this precarious but peaceful status quo, God knows how much harder the work would be. However, he quickly realized he was making excuses to distract himself. The problem was how to effectively strengthen the organization and use existing conditions to complete the task.

Every comrade of the Anhui Provincial Committee was watching Chen Ke. He knew they were waiting for the sentence they expected. But Chen Ke tried to come up with a better way—a way to solve the current problem immediately. As the saying goes, use good steel on the blade; concentrate forces to do big things. This was the only way to forcefully promote social progress in New China's history.

However, in the late stage of the War of Liberation, the Party had millions of battle-hardened troops and millions of tested members. Crossing the Yangtze, they could even conscript hundreds of thousands of southbound cadres. To maintain the current situation, the People's Party had really reached its limit. Statistics didn't lie.

"Alright, we won't transfer personnel from Anhui for the time being," Chen Ke said.

The Anhui Provincial Committee cadres showed expressions of relief. Anhui really couldn't hold on anymore. If talent continued to bleed away, unless they lied to Chen Ke, the work could hardly be sustained.

The discussion quickly shifted from agricultural construction to manpower demand. Many families who didn't want their children—especially girls—to continue school had reasons to worry. The People's Party wanted to use schooling to select technical personnel willing to leave their families and go where needed. This was completely different from rural literacy and technical training.

Just like when Chen Ke was in college, brothers in the civil engineering department worked for highway construction during summer vacation, earning three or four thousand a month. But they carried surveying instruments in the wilderness, running around all day under the scorching sun. Ordinary construction workers didn't earn as much, but the work was indeed different. What an industrial country needed was a massive number of engineering and technical personnel. Without this manpower base, everything was useless.

But now the masses simply didn't understand this. Actually, never mind the people—if Chen Ke hadn't gone to university and had sufficient scientific foundation, if he hadn't had friends from various majors, he wouldn't have understood other industries either. Without personal experience, it was impossible to understand.

What's more, parents still regarded children as private property. To put it bluntly, they planned to "sell" them for a good price. Although the masses were in a new system, their thinking was still from the old era.

At this stage, those willing to follow the People's Party to conquer the world had basically already joined. The intention of other masses was to build the happiness and wealth of their own small families. How to mobilize laborers willing to "come out to work" became the focus of the discussion.

"Treatment in factories is relatively low, and workers have limited interest in night schools. In the final analysis, it's a matter of money," Anhui Provincial Party Secretary Yuwen Badu said.

Hearing this, Chen Ke felt quite comforted. At least within the People's Party, they were still telling the truth.
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Zhang Yu was the Secretary of the Southern Anhui Regional Committee and one of the three major secretaries in Anhui. He was known for daring to question Chen Ke to his face and for steadfastly executing the Party Committee's plans. Among the senior cadres of the People's Party, Zhang Yu's style was considered very rare.

However, since Chen Ke returned to preside over the work in Anhui, Zhang Yu had been very subdued. Aside from his own work reports and routine speeches, he remained silent throughout. This forced Chen Ke to personally seek out Zhang Yu for a talk to see what situation this energetic cadre had encountered.

"I am physically fine, just a bit tired in the heart," Zhang Yu replied, indeed looking very exhausted.

"In what aspect are you thinking too much?" Chen Ke had experienced this too. Psychological fatigue was closely related to confusion; every time he tried to sort out a theoretical problem, Chen Ke always felt particularly tired.

"Chairman Chen, what kind of country are we going to build after the revolution? You always say it's a brand new system, a brand new country. But how exactly is this 'new' defined?" It was true that a leopard cannot change its spots; Zhang Yu's voice was weary, but his question remained sharp.

"A brand new country? That is, an industrialized modern nationalist country." Chen Ke gave Zhang Yu a complete answer. Even in the early 21st century, China was merely an industrialized modern nationalist country. Of course, within China's profound historical and cultural characteristics, bloodline was not a particularly serious issue. With the traditional thought of "entering China to become Chinese, entering barbarian lands to become barbarian" as a foundation, China was worlds apart from racism. Of course, China was also worlds apart from communism.

"Oh? A nationalist country?" Zhang Yu became interested in this term.

"Nationalism is not racism. Nationalism is actually an identification with a cultural identity. Racism is an identification with bloodline. As I said before, within the Manchu Qing, the idea of 'protecting China but not the Great Qing' was proposed; that is a racist attitude. Identification with China is an identification with cultural identity. So I have long said that nationalism is a pseudo-proposition. But implied within this pseudo-proposition is a sense of identity applicable to the whole of China, and consequently the positioning between the people and the state. This is quite troublesome." Speaking of this, Chen Ke himself felt a bit tired.

Although Zhang Yu was still weary, his eyes now held a hint of sharpness. "Chairman Chen, I have always had a question. You never finish what you are saying; you always leave half of it unsaid. Look at other revolutionary parties; whatever they want to say, whatever they want to do, they always say it all at once. Those who are willing to follow them at least know what they want to do. Now, many comrades in our People's Party don't know where we are ultimately going. Our goal changes after we reach a certain degree, and changes again after achieving the next goal. We also want to know what it will look like in the end."

This was not an inquiry about the next step or even the step after that; Zhang Yu was questioning Chen Ke's entire political philosophy. This was the first time someone in the party had asked this question so profoundly. Listening to Chairman Chen was indeed a consensus within the People's Party now—if not Chairman Chen, then who? And Chen Ke had to do this in reality; if the People's Party only acted according to the political theories proposed by Chen Ke, it would lead the People's Party down various paths.

The Party's revolution had made many attempts and had many failures. Therefore, the Party's success was also inevitable. Every failure did not knock the Party down; instead, it allowed the Party to summarize lessons, train the team, and unite thoughts. This was the objective law of development of things. It conformed to the basic principles of materialist dialectics. And the path Chen Ke led the People's Party on, for Chen Ke, "conformed" to the objective laws of development of things and "conformed" to the basic principles of materialist dialectics. Because he knew this history, he had studied it, discussed it, and pondered it.

However, the comrades of the People's Party went from one victory to another, but the theories and methods proposed by Chen Ke could not reasonably explain what had already happened. If one did not deeply question whether Chen Ke was "holding back a hand," that would be abnormal. Because Chen Ke really was "holding back a hand," and "holding back a big hand" at that. If Zhang Yu could deduce the strategic design relying solely on the theories proposed by Chen Ke, then he would be a great man comparable to Grandpa Mao.

Chen Ke's ability to tell lies was very low. Since the revolution, learning to speak the truth realistically had distressed Chen Ke to death. Telling lies, and more importantly, rounding out lies, was completely outside Chen Ke's considerations. So Chen Ke asked, "Many comrades think this way, right?"

"I think this way," Zhang Yu answered this sentence cleverly.

"Then Comrade Zhang Yu, to what extent do you want to hear?" Chen Ke asked.

"I want to hear all the content regarding theory, not just the positive parts. I feel that, Chairman Chen, there are many things you haven't made up your mind about that you've never mentioned. You seem completely unwilling to discuss with comrades. I personally think that your doing so belongs to not trusting comrades." There was some fatigue in Zhang Yu's voice, but the content was extremely sharp.

If Zhang Yu's initial words made Chen Ke self-reflect, the subsequent words turned Chen Ke's train of thought from self-criticism to a critical angle. He paused for a long while before replying, "Then how do we ensure that this kind of discussion won't lead to a dispersion of the comrades' attention? For human cognitive habits, everyone instinctively hopes to go straight to the result. And meticulously walking through every link of this process is the biggest reason why our People's Party can continuously win. I don't want to artificially add unnecessary trouble during the revolution. What if someone treats a chicken feather as a warrant and engages in Left-leaning adventurism?"

Zhang Yu did not argue; the fatigue on his face seemed to increase a bit. After a good while, Zhang Yu nodded, "What you say is also true. Maybe I am too tired. Recently work has piled up like a mountain, but comrades who can meet the standard of a laborer are really too few. Most people go straight for the result; there are really too few people who want to do things. As soon as cooperation is involved, everyone instinctively thinks of their own interests. If it's really for their own interests, then get the thing done first. These people, when doing things, wish they could just move their lips and the matter would be completed immediately. After we improved the supervision system, there have been too many exposures of cutting corners."

Seeing Zhang Yu's exasperated expression, Chen Ke couldn't help but ask, "Haven't the Party School and Cadre School increased training efforts?"

"I'm talking about the masses," Zhang Yu retorted directly. "To put it bluntly, I am questioning one thing now. The Constitution says all power belongs to the people. Historical materialism believes that the development of productive forces is the only way to promote social progress. And political classes teach that the state is a tool of class rule. Our People's Party Constitution says that the People's Party is the vanguard of the broad laboring masses. I have always been unclear about this issue. Chairman Chen, can you explain this?"

Chen Ke looked at Zhang Yu carefully; Zhang Yu's troubles were a bit too high-level. Before the revolution, Chen Ke never understood the concept of so-called "aristocratic workers"; after the revolution, he understood it solidly. what Zhang Yu was saying was a major problem facing the grassroots now. "Who exactly is the revolution for!"

Zhang Yu was the first senior cadre in the party to raise this question. Although he didn't explain it with a theoretical height, he had directly touched the core issue. This issue, even in the 21st century, was a matter of diverse opinions.

When Chen Ke talked with many brothers studying for MBAs, some brothers firmly believed that many people participating in labor simply could not be called laborers.

"If a person's purpose for working is purely to earn money, and participating in labor is only forced. Unless absolutely necessary, I will not cooperate with this kind of person!" Perhaps having cooperated with too many people, these brothers had deep experience with this.

Through such a long revolution, Chen Ke's own definition of a laborer was someone who is willing to become a laborer and has a conscious understanding of labor. Long ago, Chen Ke even thought that this kind of person was born; they could just understand the meaning of labor. First, being needed by others, and satisfying others' needs.

In many early socialist discourses, these people were called "labor aristocracy." They occupied key positions in various factories, had high wages, and capitalists gave them whatever they asked for. These professionals first became experts through their own efforts, and then occupied a status of high economic income in society. Many people's evaluation of this group was, "Pressing a button might only be worth one yuan, but knowing when to press this button is worth nine thousand nine hundred and ninety-nine yuan."

Moreover, this group of people knew how to cooperate very well. They knew how to seek advantages and avoid disadvantages and would absolutely not become victims of various movements. What they wanted was this labor opportunity; labor was the foundation for them to settle down and get on with their pursuits. In their understanding, their own value was reflected through the results of their labor, unrelated to other things. Not to mention Zhang Yu liked this kind of person, Chen Ke also liked cooperating with this kind of person. If the Chinese masses could generally achieve this quality, the socialist system could definitely be realized. I'm afraid even communism might possibly be achieved.

This kind of person was the level Chen Ke's parents always hoped Chen Ke could achieve. Understanding society, having a specialized skill, being recognized by others within the scope of the skill, and most importantly, these people knew how to seek advantages and avoid disadvantages and would not be blinded by their own selfish desires.

A laborer, as long as society provided a labor opportunity, they could seize it. Even if they paid the price of their lives for it, these people could take it with equanimity. No matter how you beat the grass to scare the snake, these people could lie dormant in their holes without coming out. But when it was time for them to move, they could always appear when they must appear.

To put it plainly, this was the "quality of ruling class members" of a modern nation-state. These people first became their own masters; these people unswervingly realized their own value through labor. And through the needs of society, they stepped up to the corresponding status step by step.

After the socialist system is established, when labor becomes the standard for judging a person's value, these people should receive the corresponding status. But Chen Ke found that these people wanted to receive remuneration and status, often not for themselves. They also had families to support, houses to buy, and more importantly, in order to labor better, they needed these remunerations and status to realize better labor.

Since the state is a tool of class rule, then this ruling class must use the tool of the state to realize a ruling mode beneficial to itself. Exploitation and becoming an exploitative empire are destined to be unable to promote the true development of productive forces and will only lead to the decline of the country. Then under the socialist system, how to let the populace understand this and recognize this is the work of the revolution. It is also the future direction Chen Ke believes the People's Party should take.

This was also the revolution Chen Ke could understand at the present stage, and the reflection Chen Ke gained from the century-long journey from the outbreak of the Xinhai Revolution in 1911 to the early 21st century. The object of revolution is not only the system but also the self-transformation deep into human thought.

"Comrade Zhang Yu, since you have asked about this, can you listen to me tell you about it?" Chen Ke asked.

Zhang Yu nodded but did not speak. He looked really tired. Even after listening to Chen Ke's complete narration of the concept regarding the social system and the cultivation of the laborer's spirit, Zhang Yu did not get excited. He asked with an expression that looked even more weary, "Chairman Chen, then where exactly is the problem? Is social progress insufficient? Or is propaganda insufficient?"

"Both, I guess. But my feeling is, if a person pursues not the experience of the labor process, but the enjoyment of the labor results, this stuff is useless no matter how it's propagandized. And of those I recognize as true laborers, not one thinks the labor process is enjoyable; they all think it's very hard. Every day they have to spend untold hardships to transform themselves and eliminate the attitude of not seeking truth from facts. Very, very hard. But these people firmly believe that only by doing this, they must do this. They simply don't consider other choices besides doing this."

"Hmm!" Zhang Yu showed a mocking smile. "That's right. Absolutely right. So I am considering such a question now: if we explain the truth clearly to the people, how many people will actually follow us?!"

Chen Ke retorted, "But this kind of social system is indeed better than a system built on an exploitation system. You should admit this point. And most importantly, the labor and returns paid by true laborers are indeed more than those who don't understand labor. Doesn't the success of our People's Party prove that laborers uniting to create a tomorrow for their own welfare is invincible?"

"But will the people really believe this?" Zhang Yu asked.

Hearing this, Chen Ke suddenly remembered something. Grandpa Mao said, "The Propaganda Department is the Palace of the King of Hell." Recalling carefully, the Propaganda Department had never engaged in this kind of propaganda. Thinking of this, Chen Ke suddenly couldn't help laughing out loud.

Zhang Yu looked at the laughing Chen Ke in astonishment; he thought Chen Ke would frown deeply.

"Sure enough, the propaganda is insufficient," Chen Ke laughed. Something that had always made Chen Ke feel very depressed suddenly had a result. The People's Party's strength was too weak now, needless to say anything else. Just for land reform, Chen Ke had to order all localities to do it but not talk about it. Because the anti-exploitation system and the exploitation system are incompatible like fire and water; the war between the two is life and death.

If the People's Party, with anti-exploitation as its program, grew like this, it would mean the destruction of the exploiting class in other regions. They would absolutely not sit idly by. Not only the exploiting class in China, but even foreign exploiting classes would not ignore the People's Party.

Propagandizing anti-exploitation is not a problem, but using anti-exploitation as the fundamental system to build a new regime, if the people who can't survive in those exploitation system countries follow suit and do the same, what will the ruling classes of those countries do? They can't sit and wait for death either.

As a learner downstream in history, Chen Ke had his own views on the revolution of that year. The revolution destroyed the old system and built a better new system. But these systems slightly deviated from the organizational point of "the state is a tool of class rule." Who exactly is the ruling class, how to consciously improve the ruling class itself, and how to continuously transform other ruled classes into the ruling class, which is what was said before as "becoming successors to the revolution."

Thinking of this, Chen Ke suddenly realized. Why did he, after achieving nothing, finally become a believer in Marx and Grandpa Mao? That was because the education he had received forced Chen Ke to seek methods to transform himself from the truths told by these predecessors, seeking methods to make himself a member of the ruling class. In continuous study and practice, Chen Ke realized that if a person cannot even rule themselves, how can they effectively engage in social cooperation? If a person cannot even understand themselves, how can they find effective methods to communicate with others?

"Comrade Zhang Yu, who in the Propaganda Department do you think can understand these issues?" Chen Ke asked.

Zhang Yu was silent for a while before saying, "What do you think of me?"

Chen Ke was stunned. "You are willing to undertake the work of the Propaganda Department?"

"I'm almost unable to hold on now. If I go to the Propaganda Department, I only need to move my lips. I think I can undertake this job."

"Haha! You really know how to slack off!" Chen Ke was amused by Zhang Yu's honest words. "The problem is that the work of the Propaganda Department is not easy at all. You have to pay attention to public opinion in various places at all times. For every major move we make, the Propaganda Department must keep up. This requires dominating the position of public opinion. Therefore, the propaganda ministers of each province are members of the provincial standing committee."

Zhang Yu didn't care about the evaluation of "slacking off" at all. He asked, "The Propaganda Department leads our own comrades, is that correct?"

"Correct."

"The Propaganda Department is not responsible for education work; education work is the Ministry of Education's business, is that correct?"

"Correct."

"The Propaganda Department is responsible for telling the truth to the masses, explaining the problems we face now and the contradictions of these problems to the masses in words they can understand. Is that correct?"

"Correct."

After receiving a series of clear replies, Zhang Yu answered very crisply, "Then I can do it."

Since Zhang Yu hoped to go to the Propaganda Department so much, Chen Ke also agreed with Zhang Yu's attitude. He said, "Since it's like this, you wait for the notification from the Personnel Department. However, you first prepare a propaganda content for me now, which is to start implementing a comprehensive military service system in the base areas."

Hearing this, Zhang Yu's eyes widened. "Comprehensive military service system?"

"Yes, we must now carry out infrastructure construction in various provinces by recruiting engineering corps on a large scale, and service is also an interaction between the people and society. The social significance of service, and the corresponding policy support provided by the 'Military Service Law' of the base areas to military dependents, all need effective propaganda. This job is not easy at all." Chen Ke gave Zhang Yu a small mockery at the end of his words.
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The comprehensive conscription across the four provinces of the base area was a truly momentous event. Aside from land reform, it was perhaps the first undertaking that could be called a unified strategy. One of the key points of the compulsory military service system was the deployment of troops away from their home regions. For example, soldiers from Anhui would serve in the other three provinces outside Anhui. This meant not only raising personnel and forming new units, but more importantly, each province had to make its own arrangements for the stationing and utilization of the army.

The base area never lacked for things to do. From a routine perspective, every task was a top priority. However, in China, 1911 held an event of paramount importance: the convening of the first official National Assembly. Leaving aside the constitution for the moment, this National Assembly would decide the life or death of the Manchu Qing regime. The People's Party had already stated its position: as long as the Manchu Qing remained, the People's Party would absolutely not cease military operations.

So when the Party Central Committee's communiqué reached the other three provinces of the base area, the Provincial Committees all realized a key point of this major conscription drive: "No need to be secretive."

"If this parliament decides on the demise of the Manchu Qing, that is well and good. If any surrounding province dares to vote to support the continued existence of the Manchu Qing, we will immediately launch a military attack against them." Chen Ke had written this clearly in the "Opinions on Conscription Work in 1911."

Since the Central Committee had decided, the various Provincial Committees naturally had no objections. You maintain an army for a thousand days to use it for an hour; the duty of the army is war. Although an important purpose of this conscription work was to establish the military service system crucial to a modern state structure, and the use of the troops was primarily intended for "engineering corps" purposes, troops ultimately require military training, so a war would not necessarily be a bad thing.

The characteristic of universal military service is general conscription. If it was just about making up the numbers, the People's Party certainly had ways. Just as Anhui Governor Qi Huishen asked Chen Ke, "Should we recruit more troops from the Dabie Mountain area?"

Among the People's Party's major sources of troops, the Dabie Mountains bore the brunt. The people in the mountain areas lived hard lives; even under the new system, it was unrealistic to completely change the situation in the Dabie Mountain region overnight. The People's Party now had nearly 200,000 troops; recruiting another 100,000 from the Dabie Mountains would not be too difficult.

Chen Ke rejected this immediately. "Defending the home and the country is not the privilege of the Dabie Mountain region. Every region has this obligation."

The People's Party's comprehensive census work laid a solid foundation for this conscription. Based on a ratio of one in a hundred, with a population of 61 million in the base area, 610,000 troops were to be raised. In the China of 1911, this was a terrifying figure.

Calculating at 50 jin of grain per soldier per month, 610,000 troops would consume 30.5 million jin of grain a month, or 366 million jin a year. Using the base area's grain prices, that amounted to 91.5 million RMB. Grain prices fluctuated these days, but one tael of silver could roughly buy 50 jin of rice. At this price, it was 7.32 million taels of silver. The exchange rate between silver taels and silver dollars was roughly one tael to 2.5 silver dollars. That meant 18.3 million silver dollars.

In the armies of other provinces, each soldier received a monthly pay of five silver dollars, with the Beiyang Army paying even more. The People's Party troops received a monthly stipend of eight RMB. For 610,000 soldiers, that would require another large sum in RMB per year.

Excluding military equipment, just the stipends and grain for the People's Party's 610,000 troops would require 30 million silver dollars in military expenditure annually. This military expenditure was terrifying; let alone a single province, even the entire Beiyang clique could absolutely not come up with this much money. Each province had its own statistics department, and after a casual calculation, the cadres of the various Provincial Committees all turned pale.

Adding in uniforms, weapons and ammunition, equipment for various military departments, and daily expenses, without 60 million silver dollars, it was fundamentally impossible to support an army of this scale. Viewing the army as a purely consumptive unit, militarism meant massive expenditure.

However, the People's Party's method of calculation was never like this. What the People's Party saw was 610,000 people gathered together who could receive a good education. During their three-year service period, these 610,000 troops would be educated and become good citizens. Even after they retired, they would be an extremely considerable wealth of human resources.

How many cadres and workers would emerge from this? How many backbones for various trades and industries? After this massive contingent received training and tempering, the shortage of manpower in the entire system led by the People's Party would be greatly improved. Moreover, before these comrades retired, how much critical infrastructure would they build? In terms of construction, the army was vastly superior to those labor teams organized by the localities. So no one raised doubts. Instead, the construction departments of the various provinces began to enthusiastically plan lists of infrastructure projects to be built in their regions.

However, the People's Party paid a bit too little attention to external changes at this stage. The People's Party's internal affairs outweighed external affairs, but that was only the People's Party's own issue. Every other force was closely watching the impending first National Assembly. For those in power, it was somewhat better, as the situation was effectively already determined.

After Yuan Shikai announced that the members of the previous provisional parliament would automatically obtain status as formal members of the first National Assembly, stability became the overriding effort for all forces already in power.

However, the various opposition political forces did not see it this way. For example, amidst his busy schedule, Chen Ke received news that Sun Yat-sen had sent his own envoy to visit again. Last time, Sun Yat-sen sent Huang Xing and Song Jiaoren to visit. The result was that after leaving the base area, the two chose to withdraw from the Tongmenghui, taking the Huaxing Society directly back to Hunan to continue the actual revolutionary struggle. Chen Ke wondered with some interest: who would Sun Yat-sen send this time?

When the name "Kita Ikki" (North One Fervor) leapt into Chen Ke's eyes, he blinked, confirming he hadn't misread it.

Kita Ikki wasn't particularly famous in history, although some theories considered him the ideological guide of Japanese fascism. But Chen Ke did not support this view.

Kita Ikki (April 3, 1883 – August 19, 1937), originally named Kita Terujiro, was born in Sado County, Niigata Prefecture, Japan, in 1883 (9th year of Guangxu, Qing Dynasty; 16th year of Meiji). In 1906 (32nd year of Guangxu; 39th year of Meiji), at the age of twenty-three, he self-published *The Theory of National Polity and Pure Socialism*, criticizing the "Kokutai" (National Polity) theory centered on the Emperor's sovereignty from a socialist standpoint, thereby emerging in the anti-government socialist movement camp. In the same year, he joined the Geming Pinglun (Revolutionary Review) Society and the Tongmenghui, beginning his thirteen-year career devoted to the Chinese revolution. During this time, in 1911 (3rd year of Xuantong; 44th year of Meiji), invited by Song Jiaoren, he participated in the Xinhai Revolution, active in Shanghai, Wuchang, and Nanjing. Thereafter, Kita Ikki lived in Shanghai for a long time. In 1913 (2nd year of the Republic; 2nd year of Taisho), due to Song Jiaoren's assassination, Kita Ikki formed his own investigation team, intending to investigate the truth behind Song's death, and was ordered by the Japanese Consul in Shanghai to return to his country for three years. In 1916 (8th year of the Republic [sic - should be 5th]; 8th year of Taisho [sic - should be 5th]), due to rising anti-Japanese sentiment among the Chinese populace, he felt there was no longer any place for him to serve the Chinese revolution. Consequently, Kita Ikki began to turn his attention back to Japan. Seeking peaceful coexistence between China and Japan, he advocated overthrowing the current Japanese political system and thoroughly abandoning the traditional policy of aggression against China as a national policy.

In the same year, he wrote *An Outline Plan for the Reorganization of Japan* in Shanghai, advocating the reconstruction of Japan through violent revolution. He returned to Japan at the end of the same year and joined the right-wing socialist movement. In 1921 (10th year of Taisho), he published *A Unofficial History of the Chinese Revolution*, introducing the Chinese revolution and advocating a Sino-Japanese military alliance. In 1927 (2nd year of Showa), Kita Ikki's disciple Nishida Mitsugi founded the Tenken Party (Heavenly Sword Party) in Tokyo, using Kita Ikki's theories as a blueprint for construction, recruiting young officers from across the country to plot revolution. In 1936 (11th year of Showa), he was arrested by the government due to the "February 26 Incident." In 1937 (26th year of the Republic; 12th year of Showa), he was formally charged by the Japanese government as the ideological mastermind instigating the "February 26 Incident" and was executed by firing squad. His theories later became the theoretical basis for Japanese fascist ideology.

The system of the country of Japan inherently had a tradition emphasizing exploitation and oppression; the country inherently had this kind of island-nation mentality. If Japan made any progress, it was the result of forced reconstruction and support by "Daddy America" after occupying Japan. Chen Ke held completely different views regarding the idea that Japan had been castrated of its martial spirit by the United States.

Martial spirit is a characteristic of humanity. Just like in the Korean War, where the Volunteer Army could fight bravely at Chosin Reservoir in temperatures tens of degrees below zero. Where they could endure such brutal combat at Triangle Hill. Because every Chinese soldier did not move forward to throw their lives away; the backbone of the Republic, these most adorable people of the Republic, risked death because they were for victory, because they considered themselves part of this great army, doing their utmost to complete their mission.

In contrast, the "Banzai" charges Japan engaged in at the end of World War II were fully mental breakdowns under the pressure of death. Seeking a quick death, they charged stiffly into American firepower. This was no longer something common to humanity; this was the behavior of a pack of wild beasts that had lost their reason.

Daddy America truly opposed fascism; what he cut out with the scalpel was Japan's bestiality. Once the bestiality was excised, what was revealed was the normal humanity of the Japanese people. The stubbornness, shortsightedness, gambler's mentality, internal chaos, forgetting one's life for petty gain, and sparing one's body in the face of great matters—all these characteristics of this island nation were revealed completely.

In Chen Ke's view, Japan had made no progress in these aspects for hundreds of years. To regard Kita Ikki as the founder of Japanese fascist thought was a gross distortion. Because the country of Japan didn't even have true fascist thought. They just insisted on putting the label of fascism on their own bestiality.

However, Chen Ke was somewhat interested in Kita Ikki. This man was originally a "Guide Party" member [collaborator]. He hoped to personally join the Chinese revolution, and after the Chinese revolution achieved total victory, use this revolutionary force to change Japan's destiny. In a sense, Kita Ikki had many similarities with the Japanese comrades within the People's Party. Kita Ikki left China after the May Fourth Movement; at that time, anti-Japanese sentiment became a trend across China, and Kita Ikki believed the Chinese revolution had turned into a nationalist action, completely giving up the thought of relying on the Chinese revolution. From this angle, this person was quite interesting.

So Chen Ke finally decided to meet Kita Ikki. And incidentally, find out what the hell the revolutionary pioneer Sun Yat-sen was up to. In history, Sun Yat-sen displayed a strong style of "a petty man takes revenge from morning till night." He had Tao Chengzhang assassinated, with Sun Yat-sen providing cover for Baldy Chiang and Chen Qimei. In the assassination of Song Jiaoren, there were many traces on Sun Yat-sen that couldn't be washed away. As for the slaughter of the Guangfu Society, Sun Yat-sen gave Chen Qimei full authority to handle it and did not intervene himself. This showed he absolutely supported the matter.

As for the Party Purge, although the executioner was Baldy Chiang, the plan had long existed in Sun Yat-sen's documents; he simply died too early to implement it. In this regard, Baldy Chiang really was Sun Yat-sen's heir.

Given Sun Yat-sen's disposition in history, there were truly many places where the People's Party could have incurred his hatred. Chen Ke dared not let his guard down completely against Sun Yat-sen.

Kita Ikki hadn't expected it to be so easy to meet the leader of the largest rebel armed force and the largest revolutionary party in China today. Although he had heard many times that Chen Ke was "young," Kita Ikki was still shocked by Chen Ke's youth.

Actually, in 1911, Chen Ke was already 31 years old, a true adult in this era. However, one of the characteristics of modern people is looking young. With good nutrition since childhood, and even after arriving in the base area, Chen Ke's spirit of a Chinese "foodie" led him to spend great effort on improving the masses' food—eating together with everyone, Chen Ke hadn't gone hungry much. Because he was slightly thin, he looked even more like a slender young man. Compared to 31-year-old adults of this era who had weathered storms, Chen Ke's appearance gave the impression of being only 23 or 24.

Really seeing this revolutionary who was 31 years old and had created such an achievement single-handedly, Kita Ikki felt a slight jealousy in his heart. Kita Ikki was three years younger than Chen Ke. But the gap in power between the two had reached a level Kita Ikki feared he could never catch up to in his lifetime. Suppressing this mood, Kita Ikki stepped forward and said respectfully, "Hello, Mr. Chen!"

This respect was not mere politeness. Kita Ikki hadn't rushed his journey after entering the base area. He walked the whole way, personally observing the situation in the People's Party base area. In Chen Ke's eyes, what he saw were the parts that hadn't completed transformation. But in Kita Ikki's eyes, what he saw were the parts where transformation was complete.

Kita Ikki had been moving back and forth between Shanghai, Wuhan, and Nanjing for the past few years. But as Beiyang's Duan Qirui, the People's Party, and Jiangsu Governor Wang Youhong respectively grasped ownership of these three cities, the influence of other political parties rapidly declined in these places. He only stayed in Shanghai and hadn't been to Wuhan or Nanjing for a long time. This trip was Kita Ikki's first time going deep into the Chinese countryside.

Jiangsu and Zhejiang didn't have a huge difference from the base area; both had plenty of water and hills. There were also quite a few people keeping queues in the base area. But these were obviously two completely different worlds. The first thing was the water conservancy projects taking shape everywhere.

The People's Party had a hobby: they loved erecting markers. In every basic plan, there had to be boundary stones. Due to the popularization of cement, tall cement pillars stood there, bearing various regulations. This bold declaration alone showed the extent to which the People's Party's grassroots work had penetrated. This was not something a simple revolutionary party could achieve.

Of course, if Kita Ikki knew the other meanings contained within these round, square, or variously shaped cement pillars, he would probably be even more surprised.

The cement used for each pillar was different. They were not just simple cement pillars, nor just simple steles engraved with explanations; they were part of the many cement experiments conducted by the National Laboratory. The People's Party's National Laboratory cared very much about how this cement would change in different natural environments.

Kita Ikki was proficient in Chinese. The content carved on these steles was all closely related to people's livelihood. Either explanations of projects or the content of various future plans. For example, large-scale irrigation and drainage, various river dredging and road arrangements. Not a single one was to show off the People's Party's majesty, but behind every project or plan represented the true power of the People's Party.

As for the difference between the common people, that was even greater. For instance, having walked so far in the base area, Kita Ikki simply hadn't seen anyone *not* using iron tools. Iron shovels, iron spades, iron hoes, iron rakes—compared to farmers in other regions who tried to use wooden farm tools as much as possible, the farmers in the base area were truly enviable.

Kita Ikki knew that after occupying Wuhan, the People's Party possessed the largest steel base in Asia. But he never imagined that this steel could so deeply become labor tools. He had chatted with farmers, and without exception, they told Kita Ikki that these farm tools were sold to farmers specifically by the cooperatives. And the low price of the farm tools made even Kita Ikki want to buy some himself.

Everyone had three mu of land. Every farmer even had cloth coupons and oil coupons. In particular, the meals hosting Kita Ikki never lacked meat. Especially the stewed pork known as "Chen Family Cuisine" and "Chen Family Baiji Buns"—the rich spices used as seasoning inside were definitely not something ordinary Japanese people could afford to eat. Although he had seen large numbers of feedlots, Kita Ikki still felt this was a bit too incredible. If not for the urging of the reception personnel traveling with him, Kita Ikki would have wanted to understand it more clearly.

As for tugboats and various industrial products from other regions, they weren't necessarily better than what Japanese cities had. The issue was that these were things seen in the Chinese *countryside*. That is to say, the People's Party hadn't simply occupied a few cities, but had solidly penetrated their power into the entire base area. This point alone showed that the People's Party was no longer a revolutionary party, but a genuine government.

For Chen Ke, who had established such an achievement, Kita Ikki could not help but be respectful.

After the host and guest took their seats, Chen Ke asked about Sun Yat-sen's recent situation. Actually, Kita Ikki hadn't been in contact with Sun Yat-sen much recently. A few years ago, because of the incident where Sun Yat-sen accepted money from the Japanese government to leave Japan, Kita Ikki had not hesitated to stand with Zhang Taiyan, Song Jiaoren, and others, criticizing Sun Yat-sen's actions heavily. In Kita Ikki's view, Sun Yat-sen was a completely Westernized Chinese person; his conduct and thinking were all in the Western mode. Sun Yat-sen did not stand on the standpoint of the Chinese people to carry out the revolutionary cause, but wanted to implement Western democratic concepts in China through revolutionary means. Therefore, to achieve his goals, he often spared no means to seek foreign support. So, he placed his hopes for the Chinese revolution on Huang Xing, Song Jiaoren, and others. He believed that the people who could stabilize the situation in China after the success of the Chinese revolution were not Sun Yat-sen, but Huang Xing and Song Jiaoren.

But the situation in China changed too fast. The split of the Tongmenghui did not lead to the revolution dying down; on the contrary, the two indigenous local forces, Beiyang and the People's Party, rapidly became the leaders of the Chinese revolution. Kita Ikki had visited the Tongmenghui branches in Beijing and Tianjin a while ago to observe and study the Beiyang government up close.

His reason for accepting Sun Yat-sen's request to deliver a letter to Chen Ke was certainly to meet this legendary revolutionary leader. But he also wanted to continue deep into the Chinese hinterland, to go to Hunan where Huang Xing and Song Jiaoren were. That was the true destination of his trip.
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"I wonder if Mr. Chen has read the manuscripts of Mr. Sun Wen's Three People's Principles?" Kita Ikki asked. This was the meeting gift he had brought this time. Sun Yat-sen had repeatedly instructed Kita Ikki to make sure Chen Ke read this political program carefully.

"Not for the moment," Chen Ke said with a smile. As a follower of Marx and Grandpa Mao, since the Three People's Principles neither spoke of the actual development of productive forces nor addressed the problems of human society in a philosophical sense, Chen Ke had no interest in them at all.

"Then would Chairman Chen care to take a look?" Kita Ikki produced a pamphlet.

Chen Ke read things very quickly now. He had seen Sun Yat-sen's political concepts before; one could say that research summaries from later generations were probably clearer than Sun Yat-sen's own thoughts. Thus, he finished flipping through it in just over ten minutes.

"You've finished reading it already?" Kita Ikki was greatly surprised.

Chen Ke briefly repeated to Kita Ikki the basic points of the Three People's Principles—National Independence, People's Rights, and People's Livelihood—as well as the basic political concept of the Separation of the Five Powers. Kita Ikki was also proficient in Chinese, and he had never seen anyone able to state the issues so simply yet completely and clearly. His respect for Chen Ke immediately deepened by another level.

There were as many people in the Tongmenghui who thought Chen Ke was just "lucky" as there were hairs on a dog. Even Sun Yat-sen had once sighed, "If only we could have put our full effort into the revolution in Anhui back then." But someone who relied on luck could absolutely not explain revolutionary principles so profoundly yet simply. Even when Sun Yat-sen spoke of the Three People's Principles, he mostly explained their application, while failing to go deep enough into the basic concepts.

"Mr. Chen, then what is your view on the Three People's Principles?" Kita Ikki asked.

"We in the People's Party speak of contradictions and struggle. We believe that everything in the world exists on the basis of contradiction and struggle; all the phenomena we see are the results of contradiction and struggle. Cooperation is also a way that contradiction and struggle manifest. Mr. Sun wants to cooperate with us, and this cooperation is built on the basis that both sides have the common enemy of the Manchu Qing. However, in these Three People's Principles, Mr. Sun has somewhat confused cause and effect. This is a set of theories accumulated just to explain the immediate contradictions. Anti-imperialism and anti-feudalism are the greatest issues of the current Chinese revolution, but how did the Western powers actually form? Why did they form that way? How exactly is China to oppose the oppression of these countries? Mr. Sun has completely failed to touch upon these questions regarding the laws of development of human society as a whole. Therefore, I personally have no interest in his set of theories."

This was a fairly blunt rejection. Kita Ikki already understood Chen Ke's firm refusal. However, this did not surprise Kita Ikki in the least. The friction between the People's Party and the Tongmenghui had a long history. Even though Chen Ke had made enormous contributions to advancing the revolution, there were more than one or two people in the Tongmenghui shouting to "eliminate the revolutionary traitor Chen Ke." For example, Sun Yat-sen's loyal follower Chen Qimei frequently incited such anti-People's Party sentiment within the Tongmenghui.

"Then what does Mr. Chen believe are the laws of social development?" Hu Hanmin, who had come with Kita Ikki, asked loudly. From the beginning, Hu Hanmin felt that Chen Ke was ignoring him. However, it wasn't surprising for someone of Chen Ke's status to put on airs; it only showed that Chen Ke's character was problematic. But hearing Chen Ke criticize the Three People's Principles so severely, Hu Hanmin could no longer remain calm.

Chen Ke was indeed deliberately ignoring Hu Hanmin. In the April 12 Counter-Revolutionary Coup, Baldy Chiang, Hu Hanmin, and Cai Yuanpei were the primary instigators and planners. Chen Ke had to exert great effort to keep himself from using the "criticism of the weapon" to deal with Hu Hanmin. History had proven that this kind of person was like a stone in a latrine—basically beyond redemption.

Faced with Hu Hanmin's determined stance, Chen Ke replied coldly: "The Principle of Livelihood speaks of the equalization of land rights. If the land rights are still in the hands of the landlords, what exactly are you 'equalizing'?"

The land revolution had always been the greatest point of contention within the Tongmenghui, and the Party and the Kuomintang were also mortal enemies on the issue of land. Chen Ke's words directly struck a major weakness of the Three People's Principles: they fundamentally did not change the structure of land ownership. No matter how Sun Yat-sen adjusted them, he could never truly pursue land nationalization. Meanwhile, the land revolution was one of the most basic programs and economic lines of the People's Party, and an absolutely irreconcilable contradiction with other political forces.

The fact that the People's Party was killing landlords was widely known. The reason no one dared to jump out and curse the People's Party was out of fear of their military strength. Even in Jiangxi, which was by no means a die-hard supporter of the Qing, the People's Party had said, "The Governor of Jiangxi is a die-hard lackey of the Manchu Qing," and then charged in without distinguishing red from white. Other provinces were truly "furious but dared not speak out." Moreover, since even the Beiyang clique, which could be an enemy of the People's Party, remained silent, how would those in other provinces dare to speak up?

However, Hu Hanmin was not afraid. He said solemnly, "Landlord land was earned through hard work. For the People's Party to take it all away with a single sentence about land nationalization—it's not fair."

"Whether it's fair or not is your view. We in the People's Party only care about whether the goal of the masses having land to plant and food to eat has been achieved after land reform, and whether the masses' standard of living has improved. Since we believe these goals have been met, we don't care at all how others judge us," Chen Ke replied coldly.

Faced with such an arrogant attitude, Hu Hanmin's eyes immediately lit up, but his tone became steadier instead. "The equalization of land rights is because economic development leads to rising land prices; the surplus portion is taxed by the state, and this money is used to develop the economy..."

Chen Ke interrupted Hu Hanmin. "In our base area, there is no such thing as land sales. Those willing to farm can apply for land; those unwilling to farm have no land to till. So no matter how well you describe 'equalization of land rights,' we don't need it."

Hearing this, both Hu Hanmin and Kita Ikki were shocked. They had heard that the People's Party distributed land to the common people, but they never imagined the People's Party had completely abolished land sales.

"Then who exactly owns the land?" Hu Hanmin asked.

"The state owns the land. The people can apply for usage rights, and aside from paying taxes, there are no other fees," Chen Ke answered bluntly.

"Doesn't that mean the People's Party is the owner of this land? You are the biggest landlord!" Hu Hanmin's voice became excited. He hadn't expected such a tyrannical land reform policy.

"We in the People's Party do not own an inch of land. The land is state-owned; anyone who wants to use the land must apply," Chen Ke replied, though by now he was slightly frowning.

Hu Hanmin became even more excited. "Then isn't the current government in Anhui a People's Party government?"

Chen Ke did not answer this question. He had regained his calm. "Mr. Hu Hanmin, was the purpose of Sun Wen sending you here just to argue these things with me? I am very busy and really don't have time to listen to you say all this. However, we have reception personnel; you can direct your questions to them, and they will tell you the facts."

Kita Ikki also felt that Hu Hanmin had lost his composure. He quickly produced a letter. "Mr. Chen, this is a personal letter for you from Mr. Sun Wen."

Chen Ke no longer bothered with the agitated Hu Hanmin. He took the letter and opened it to read. The wording in Sun Yat-sen's letter was very mild. He hoped the People's Party and the Tongmenghui could join forces against the Qing and jointly promote this work through a joint telegram. Chen Ke could guess the key to this: Sun Yat-sen still hoped to unite with the People's Party, as this would be very beneficial to the reputation of both Sun Yat-sen and the Tongmenghui.

"Please inform Mr. Sun Wen that we in the People's Party naturally have our own methods of outreach. To coordinate further at this time would require too many adjustments. I appreciate his kind intentions, but it seems there is no hope for cooperation this time," Chen Ke said to Kita Ikki.

Kita Ikki looked at the fuming Hu Hanmin, then at the calm Chen Ke. He already understood that this time the two sides would certainly not reach an agreement. The People's Party never cooperated with other revolutionary parties; the only time they had was during the attack on Anqing. In the end, the People's Party acted completely low-key, making it seem as if the Yuewang Society had been the main force instead. Not only with the Tongmenghui, but even with the Guangfu Society, which had a good relationship with the People's Party, the People's Party never tried to snatch their fame. This seemingly mild method effectively separated the People's Party's relationship with other parties while ensuring the People's Party's completely independent and autonomous stance.

"Mr. Chen, you might want to reconsider," Kita Ikki urged.

"We in the People's Party have said long ago: anyone who supports the Manchu Qing is our enemy. We are never polite to our enemies. Moreover, we are going to have a massive conscription drive soon, bringing our troops up to 600,000. During this National Assembly election, whichever surrounding province supports the Manchu Qing, we will eliminate. No politeness, no mercy," Chen Ke answered cleanly and crisply.

Kita Ikki and Hu Hanmin were not cheered by Chen Ke's determined stance. After all, if the People's Party could raise 600,000 troops, they could indeed sweep across the entire south. The end of the Manchu Qing could only be described as "just around the corner." This news, which could have been described as "great joy," did not make Kita Ikki and Hu Hanmin happy at all.

The People's Party's attitude toward other political parties was already so clear; the lackeys of the Manchu Qing were surely doomed. However, once the People's Party grasped the power of China, other parties that had no cooperation with them would likely fare no better than the Manchu Qing. Although Chen Ke didn't say it outright, both Kita Ikki and Hu Hanmin held this strong conviction.

The silence in the conference room didn't last long. Chen Ke then asked, "Do the two of you have any other official business? If not, please allow me to take my leave; I still have many matters to attend to here."

Kita Ikki quickly said, "Mr. Chen, may we take a tour of the base area? Along the way here, what we saw and heard opened our eyes. We are very interested in your base area."

"Certainly, you can discuss it with the members of the reception department," Chen Ke replied.

Just then, a guard ran in and whispered a few words to Chen Ke. Chen Ke smiled after hearing them. "Mr. Song Jiaoren has also arrived. I didn't expect him to come so urgently."

Hu Hanmin was shocked. After Song Jiaoren took the Huaxing Society and left the Tongmenghui, he hadn't contacted them for a long time. He hadn't expected him to appear at such a coincidence. There was also surprise on Kita Ikki's face; he had written to Song Jiaoren beforehand to report his itinerary. However, Kita Ikki hadn't expected the two sides to bump into each other so coincidentally.

"Mr. Dunchu is no stranger either; why not invite him in for a meeting together?" Hu Hanmin said quickly.

Chen Ke really did have business. He invited Song Jiaoren in and then said, "Since you are all acquaintances, I don't need to host you separately. However, I truly have matters today. I will discuss things with you all in the afternoon. I hope you will be patient."

Naturally, these people could not force their host, Chen Ke. They became polite instead. "Not at all, Mr. Chen. We are at your disposal; please don't let us rush you."

The comrades from the reception office escorted them to their quarters. The three had indeed not seen each other for a long time. After arranging matters for the others in their party, they gathered together to talk about their recent situations.

"Dunchu, long time no see. You've grown thin," Hu Hanmin said to Song Jiaoren. With the great split of the Tongmenghui, although the Guangfu Society and the Huaxing Society did not possess an entire province, they both had their own territory. In contrast, the Tongmenghui, which was once teeming with talent, still had no actual political power within the country. Hu Hanmin could not help but feel a bit sour.

"Brother Hanmin also looks quite exhausted," Song Jiaoren sighed.

With the representatives of two revolutionary parties now gathered on the territory of the largest revolutionary party, and all three sides having different positions, Hu Hanmin could not help but feel moved. He sighed, "Brother Dunchu, I used to hear that when the Qin lost its deer, the whole world chased it. I felt a sense of heroic grandeur then. But currently, with foreign powers outside and the Manchu Qing within, the revolutionaries themselves cannot unite—isn't it a bit ridiculous?"

Song Jiaoren smiled. "Brother Hanmin, I wonder what Mr. Sun's view is on provincial autonomy?"

"Mr. Sun believes that provincial autonomy is just warlord autonomy and is entirely a recipe for disaster and humiliation. If China cannot unite to oppose imperialism and the Qing, the outcome will certainly be a fate of being carved up," Hu Hanmin said emphatically.

Song Jiaoren nodded repeatedly after hearing this. Kita Ikki's face remained expressionless, but in his heart, he strongly disagreed. Sun Yat-sen indeed opposed provincial autonomy, but Kita Ikki knew that Sun Yat-sen had done his best to contact Japan, Britain, the United States, and other countries, hoping to gain their support. In return for their support, Sun Yat-sen had made various promises of concessions and allowing foreign privileges to exist. To Japan, he promised they could jointly develop the Northeast; with Britain, he discussed that Britain could enjoy rights in the Yangtze and Pearl River basins. To France, he offered the interests of Yunnan and Guangxi as compensation.

In short, in Kita Ikki's view, Sun Yat-sen was a completely Westernized Chinese person; his conduct and thinking were all in the Western mode. Sun Yat-sen did not stand on the standpoint of the Chinese people to carry out the revolutionary cause, but wanted to implement Western democratic concepts in China through revolutionary means. Therefore, to achieve his goals, he often spared no means to seek foreign support.

Although Hu Hanmin spoke with righteousness, once provincial autonomy was implemented, each province would certainly prioritize its own interests. Since Chen Ke had just said he wanted to recruit 600,000 troops, Kita Ikki thought this was a big joke. If the People's Party could really recruit 600,000 troops from four provinces, why wouldn't they just unify China directly?

But since Chen Ke had stated this, combined with the People's Party's usual actions, if the National Assembly once decided to keep the outer shell of the Manchu Qing regime, the People's Party would take at least a few provinces. The provinces would prioritize their own interests, and under such coercion, they would certainly not let the Manchu Qing continue any longer.

Now Sun Yat-sen truly held great power in the Tongmenghui, but this was built on the departure of all other powerful factions. Sun Yat-sen was now just wearing the hat of the Tongmenghui from its glorious days. With his current strength, he was fundamentally unable to intervene in the internal affairs of the various provinces. Even if he seized power in one or a few provinces, he would be nothing more than a local force and could no longer lead the situation of the whole of China. If things evolved into such a state, why would the various countries be willing to invest in a Tongmenghui that was at most a local government?

However, Hu Hanmin's words truly moved Song Jiaoren. He nodded repeatedly. "Revolutionary matters should indeed be handled with one heart and one mind. I came to Anhui this time with exactly this intention."

"Oh? What thoughts does Dunchu have?" Hu Hanmin also became interested.

Song Jiaoren said loudly, "This new National Assembly only has the power to elect the President; other than that, it can only discuss fiscal and tax matters and laws regarding national affairs. The President appoints the Prime Minister, and the Prime Minister forms the cabinet; this government is entirely responsible only to the President. Where is the democracy in that? Yuan Shikai in the north occupies the largest territory, and among the provinces of the world, Beiyang owns the most. If we elect this way, the one elected will surely be a Beiyang President, and a Beiyang President is destined to appoint a Beiyang Prime Minister. This absolutely will not do!"

Hu Hanmin nodded repeatedly. Another problem with provincial autonomy was that the Tongmenghui did not have the support of the truly powerful landlords and gentry in the localities. This meant the Tongmenghui could absolutely not gain an advantage through elections in the localities. Sun Yat-sen strongly opposed this "undemocratic" behavior.

But hearing Song Jiaoren say this, Hu Hanmin suddenly remembered something. The People's Party killed landlords, but they didn't divide the land; instead, they nationalized it. This meant that on the People's Party's territory, everyone was a tenant farmer or a long-term laborer for the People's Party. Therefore, within these four provinces, the People's Party could absolutely obtain one hundred percent support. Moreover, under provincial autonomy, each province could have its own constitution, and the central government could not interfere. Then the People's Party could even establish these policies of theirs in legal form.

Thinking of this, Hu Hanmin's expression changed.

Song Jiaoren was just getting into his stride. "Members of parliament are supposed to be elected by the people, and popular election is the will of the people. How can it be said that the popular will belongs to one person? If we do it this way, let's not call it electing a President; call it electing an Emperor. We only need to say that the throne is taken in turns, and it will be my turn tomorrow. What kind of democracy is that?"

Kita Ikki nodded slightly. "Then what are Dunchu's plans?"

Song Jiaoren said decisively, "I came this time to represent the Huaxing Society and discuss with the People's Party. Let us all revolutionary parties unite, first seize the southern provinces, and then demand a parliamentary system from Yuan Shikai. Let the National Assembly hold power. If the People's Party is willing, we in the Huaxing Society are willing to join with the elders of Hunan to jointly nominate Chen Wenqing as the Great President. Since you are all here, that's perfect. Let's work together to persuade the People's Party to join in this endeavor."

"Hmph!" Hu Hanmin gave a cold laugh. "You think Chen Wenqing will really agree to this? I think he might even support Yuan Shikai instead."
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Chen Ke supporting Yuan Shikai? Both Song Jiaoren and Kita Ikki were stunned by Hu Hanmin's assessment.

Rumors of private deals between the People's Party and Beiyang were circulating everywhere domestically, but until now, such news had mostly come from supporters of the Manchu Qing. The reports claimed that once the two sides reached a decision and Yuan Shikai overthrew the Manchu Qing, the People's Party would support Yuan Shikai as the Great President. Other revolutionary parties had previously dismissed this. After all, opposing the Qing was the current priority; whether Yuan Shikai or someone else became the Great President after the Qing were overthrown was something that could be discussed later.

The People's Party had fought a series of fierce battles with the Manchu Qing, even annihilating the Beiyang Third Division, which was sufficient proof of its firm anti-Qing stance. Furthermore, their relationship with Beiyang was by no means harmonious. Thus, Hu Hanmin’s claim that Chen Ke would support Yuan Shikai truly took both men by surprise.

"Hmph! Who benefits most from provincial autonomy?" Hu Hanmin asked.

"Yuan Shikai, naturally," Song Jiaoren replied.

"And who is second in line for those benefits?" Hu Hanmin continued.

Kita Ikki didn't grasp it immediately, but Song Jiaoren's expression darkened instantly. Under provincial autonomy, whoever had the largest territory and the firmest control over it would be the most advantaged. The one ranked second, beyond any doubt, was the People's Party, which currently sat upon four provinces.

Hu Hanmin’s face wore a sneer. "Dunchu, you and I pursue democracy by relying either on revolutionary youth or local gentry. In Chen Wenqing's eyes, only those *he* calls revolutionary youth actually are. As for the local gentry, Chen Wenqing intends to uproot them entirely. What kind of revolution is this? Leaving the Manchu Qing alone to go around seizing land locally and eliminating those who disagree. Who would believe Chen Wenqing hasn't cut a private deal with Yuan Shikai! There’s no smoke without fire; the rumors about Chen Wenqing and Yuan Shikai colluding must be true."

Song Jiaoren’s face was grim; Hu Hanmin had indeed moved him. Beyond the rumors of collusion, from a practical standpoint, there was a deep "blood relation" between the People's Party and Beiyang. Several prominent leaders within the People's Party were mostly of Beiyang origin. Yan Fu himself was a Beiyang general; Chen Ke himself, as a Henan native, was a fellow provincial of Yuan Shikai and a disciple of Yan Fu. Chen Ke's wife had been introduced through Yuan Shikai's matchmaking. As for the current leader of Huaihai Province, Shang Yuan, he was also of Beiyang origin. That such a group of people had raised the banner of rebellion was itself quite surprising.

Seeing that Song Jiaoren’s expression had completely changed, Hu Hanmin smiled. "Dunchu, you are a simple man and too trusting. Let's put aside whether the rumors are true or false for a moment. Chen Ke said with his own mouth that he plans to conscript 600,000 troops; Mr. Kita Ikki can testify to that. With an army of 600,000, it is absolutely enough to carry out the revolution. When we see Chen Ke this afternoon, we will present your proposal. If Chen Ke agrees, I won’t say another word—I’ll be the first to kowtow and apologize to him. Moreover, since the Tongmenghui has no military strength to speak of, we won’t ask for any official positions; we’ll just follow Chen Wenqing and fight to the death at his beck and call. What do you think, Dunchu?"

There was no need to explicitly state the assumption that Chen Ke would refuse. If Chen Ke refused, it would prove that the private agreement was real. Song Jiaoren fully understood what Hu Hanmin left unsaid. The People's Party, as a revolutionary party, revealed too many oddities; they emphasized practice over words, and their actions always preceded their external outreach. Furthermore, the firmness and decisiveness of the People's Party’s actions were unlike anything Song Jiaoren had ever seen.

It was normal for the countryside to remain unchanged for decades. Song Jiaoren often missed his mother; while campaigning in Hunan, he had returned home once, and his hometown was exactly as he remembered it. But Song Jiaoren had been to the base area, and compared to two years ago, the changes in the rural areas along the way were earth-shattering: vast groves of mulberry and bamboo, large tracts of newly leveled farmland, and irrigation canals crisscrossing between them. This far exceeded Song Jiaoren's imagination.

Revolutionaries who have never practiced believe that with a wave of the hand, the revolution will succeed, and once it does, China will undergo a massive transformation. Only revolutionaries who have personally practiced know how much arduous effort is required for such changes. Never mind such earth-shattering changes in the countryside; even collecting a single tax from a village can result in loss of life. In this regard, the Huaxing Society and its enemies both had blood on their hands. Despite shouting for revolution and opposing the old system, the Huaxing Society had no choice but to maintain the gentry system of the old era, even utilizing the same tax collectors.

Song Jiaoren, who had deeply experienced how difficult it was to govern a locality, could fully imagine the difficult situation the People's Party currently faced. Cooperation with Yuan Shikai was very possible.

However, Hu Hanmin had more than one accusation against the People's Party. "Brother Dunchu, have you considered another matter? If Chen Ke and Yuan Shikai have reached an agreement, who exactly does he intend to use those 600,000 troops against?"

This accusation was even more dangerous. This time, even Kita Ikki, who had been mostly silent, changed his expression. If the People's Party intended to fish in troubled waters, they would certainly intervene in regions still in chaos, and Hunan was undoubtedly the best choice. After seizing Hunan, the People's Party would likely not allow the Hunan Huaxing Society to remain as the leaders of the province.

"Brother Hanmin worries too much." Song Jiaoren’s expression returned to normal. "Since it is a revolution, why distinguish between us? If the People's Party can sweep away the warlords in Hunan, what does it matter if we let them take charge?"

"You..." Hu Hanmin never expected Song Jiaoren to display such a magnanimous spirit at this moment, which made it difficult to say anything else. Just as he was about to speak, Song Jiaoren waved his hand. "You and I are merely speculating. Perhaps Chen Ke will agree to the plan to unite all revolutionary parties."

Seeing Song Jiaoren’s attitude, Hu Hanmin chose to wait for the time being. As a Japanese revolutionary youth, Kita Ikki had seen such scenes many times. Passionate revolutionary discussions could turn into tense standoffs in an instant; people gathered for cooperation only to end in complete division. Japanese revolutionary youth were no different from Chinese revolutionary youth. Kita Ikki was twenty-eight this year; he knew very well that any revolutionary ideal would meet such a result once it encountered real interests.

While Hu Hanmin was out using the latrine, Kita Ikki took the opportunity to say, "Brother Dunchu, you cannot entirely believe Hu Hanmin's words."

The Tongmenghui led by Sun Yat-sen was now actually at a crisis point. Their sources of funding were cut off, and the Japanese government, which had once been quite polite to Sun Yat-sen, no longer supported him. As far as Kita Ikki knew, the Japanese government had signed several documents with Sun Yat-sen. At that time, there were people in Japan who hoped Sun Yat-sen could return to China to take charge amidst the chaos. But the situation did not evolve into a full-scale civil war, and Britain had clearly stated to Japan that it would not allow Japan to interfere in Chinese affairs—particularly emphasizing that it would not allow Japan to interfere in the affairs of the Yangtze River basin. Under these pressures, the Japanese government had to temporarily downgrade its relationship with Sun Yat-sen. At this time, Sun Yat-sen needed a massive amount of support, regardless of which side it came from.

Kita Ikki was about to explain in detail when he saw Song Jiaoren smile normally. "No need to say more; I can probably guess. There are some things Mr. Sun has no choice in."

Since Song Jiaoren was already so perceptive, Kita Ikki didn't need to say anything else useless. He produced Sun Yat-sen's manuscript of the *Three People's Principles* and handed it to Song Jiaoren. "This is the result of Mr. Sun's painstaking research."

When Hu Hanmin returned, he saw Song Jiaoren buried in the *Three People's Principles* manuscript, which made him feel much happier. Chen Ke's coldness and criticism toward the Three People's Principles had deeply wounded Hu Hanmin. This set of proposals was the true lifeblood of the Tongmenghui. Everyone had discussed, analyzed, and negotiated over every aspect repeatedly before this complete theory was formed. Yet Chen Ke had treated it like a worn-out shoe.

"Dunchu, what do you think?" Hu Hanmin asked quickly.

"I’ve just started; I haven't finished reading," Song Jiaoren replied.

Hearing that Song Jiaoren’s voice was not enthusiastic, Hu Hanmin immediately became unhappy. The split of the Tongmenghui was not solely due to Chen Ke's appearance; Hu Hanmin knew very well that even without the People's Party, the Tongmenghui would still have split. Or rather, the Tongmenghui had never been a united political organization.

Among the three major forces in the Tongmenghui, Sun Yat-sen's faction wanted to follow the route of a strong American president. Aside from being elected, the American president wielded power no less than that of a monarch in any monarchy. But this led to a problem: Sun Wen hoped he could sit in that position of great power, so he always, intentionally or unintentionally, avoided events that could lead to death. This naturally caused growing friction with practical workers like Tao Chengzhang of the Guangfu Society.

The Guangfu Society followed the route of independent farmers and the local gentry. Because the Manchu Qing lost every battle, they transferred their financial crisis directly onto taxes. Coupled with the darkness of officialdom, intellectuals from independent farmer and gentry backgrounds were the first to be unable to bear such great economic and political pressure and began to seek rebellion. This also led to the early divide between cultural celebrities like Cai Yuanpei and grassroots practical workers like Tao Chengzhang.

As for Song Jiaoren, he was quite different. Song Jiaoren hoped China would emulate France and take the path of parliamentary politics. Whether it was Yuan Shikai's bureaucratic "responsible cabinet" system, Sun Yat-sen's presidential system, or the anarchist-style feudal secret societies of the Guangfu Society from the perspective of independent farmers, they all gave Song Jiaoren some ideas. But he was also very different from them.

Song Jiaoren truly hoped to promote thorough party politics; it didn't matter who finally took office, as long as the power was in the hands of the parliament. It wouldn't matter to the country if a cat or a dog became president; Song Jiaoren didn't care. What he most desired was the "party-ization" of politics on a national scale.

These three forces, which were originally as different as a horse's head and a donkey's behind, could never have gotten along, but because they shared the common great enemy of the Manchu Qing, they were forced to huddle together for warmth.

The first to split off were the grassroots representatives of the Guangfu Society, led by Tao Chengzhang, who attributed the pressure borne by independent farmers and gentry to foreigners. Sun Yat-sen's cooperation with foreigners deeply provoked Tao Chengzhang and others. Furthermore, to launch a revolution, Tao Chengzhang needed money. The Sun Yat-sen faction within the Tongmenghui had a "Shanghai style"—boastful and getting money everywhere through bluffing. Yet this money was never used to support the grassroots rebellion. A split was unavoidable.

Ever since the Manchu Qing began to suffer heavy blows, Huang Xing of the Hunan Huaxing Society—a man of absolute action—saw an opportunity, and Song Jiaoren also lost faith in Sun Yat-sen. They chose to return to Hunan to develop.

With the Manchu Qing about to collapse, the divisions among the three forces were not closing but growing wider. From Song Jiaoren's reply just now, it was obvious he wasn't interested in Sun Yat-sen's Three People's Principles.

No matter how dissatisfied he was, Hu Hanmin would not express it directly. Sun Yat-sen might not say it, but the remnants of the Tongmenghui loyal to him all hated the People's Party to the bone. Without the People's Party, the Tongmenghui would undoubtedly be at the crest of the revolutionary wave right now. But with the rise of the People's Party, the possibility of the Tongmenghui achieving a parliamentary presidential system was becoming smaller and smaller.

Chen Ke absolutely refused to accept any of Sun Yat-sen's proposals and firmly drew a line between himself and Sun Yat-sen. Under the balance of power between the People's Party and Beiyang, the various provinces of China had actually maintained a basic stability. Coupled with the fact that the Manchu Qing was about to collapse and reform was imminent, the Tongmenghui branches everywhere were watching from the sidelines, and no one was willing to participate in armed actions to completely overthrow the existing system. This made Sun Yat-sen's hopes of taking office more and more remote.

Hu Hanmin sat back down on his stool, watching Song Jiaoren slowly flip through the work on the Three People's Principles. Hu Hanmin suddenly wished that Chen Ke and Song Jiaoren would both drop dead of a sudden illness. At this stage, only total chaos would give Sun Yat-sen an opportunity.

Perhaps Hu Hanmin's brainwave power was too low, as Chen Ke did not suffer a sudden illness. On the contrary, Chen Ke was in high spirits, focused on discussing conscription work with his People's Party comrades. After the first basic plan was sent to each province, they had all come up with their own versions. The Central Committee was now conducting a summary discussion.

"Messaging work is very important, but the treatment of military families must absolutely not be considered as an incentive for enlistment. Instead, we must make everyone understand that these benefits for military families are only to resolve everyone's worries about home, so that comrades can feel at ease when they come out to serve," Chen Ke lectured.

Military families referred to immediate family members. If married, it meant the soldier's wife; if unmarried, it referred to the soldier's parents. At this stage, the benefits for military families could not be considered low. First of all, the land of rural military families would not be taken back but would be temporarily managed by their immediate relatives. The government was obligated to help the families with farming. Furthermore, rural military families did not have to pay that thirty percent tax. The benefits for military families over three years were equivalent to a net gain of 3,000 jin of grain.

In 1911, human life was fundamentally worthless. Never mind 3,000 jin of grain; 1,000 jin was enough for several lives. Therefore, the local outreach departments all wanted to put these substantial benefits at the forefront.

Chen Ke firmly opposed this approach. "Serving is the duty of the people, and providing good treatment for military families is the duty of the state. These are two completely different things. We must absolutely not link the two. Once they are linked, our army will not be an army of the people, but an army of mercenaries. This is a fundamental issue of principle; we must not get it wrong."

"We don't think that way, but the people might not necessarily think the same," Zhang Yu said.

"That is exactly why we must emphasize the role of messaging! Messaging is about explaining things clearly, allowing the masses to understand these complex matters. Messaging work is not simply reading from a script; it is a task that requires genuine understanding and mastery," Chen Ke replied.

The comrades from the Party Central Committee and Anhui responsible for conscription work listened silently. Chen Ke's words were correct, but as for exactly how to do it, everyone felt a bit apprehensive.

"First, let our own comrades understand this matter. This is the most important task at hand. If our own comrades aren't clear, how can they possibly explain it to others?"

Many comrades breathed a sigh of relief. If they first explained it clearly to their own comrades, it would be much easier. Zhang Yu replied, "I will try to write an internal document first."

"Yes, you must explain the issue thoroughly. If we ourselves harbor the intention of 'buying lives,' then conscription work will never get on the right track. This major conscription drive is not just about raising an army; it is also a messaging campaign to make the broad masses accept the correct concept of the duties of the state and the people, and to establish the concept of immediate family members as we have defined it. Even if conscription is a bit slower, it doesn't matter. As long as the correct concepts can be properly promoted, we needn't fear anything else."

After discussion, many key messaging points were eventually established. The comrades responsible for conscription work discovered that, never mind the comrades at the local level or the broad masses, even among the comrades in the Central Committee and the Anhui Provincial Committee, there were plenty who held incorrect concepts. Fortunately, working under Chen Ke had this one benefit: Chen Ke was never afraid of comrades having wrong ideas, and even less afraid of comrades proposing their own views. Chen Ke only feared comrades not telling the truth or not saying what was in their hearts.

During the discussion, various conflicting ideas were listed one by one and discussed specifically. It took more than four hours before the first high-level conscription training outline was considered complete.

"Everyone go back and continue your work. We will continue the discussion tomorrow," Chen Ke said. This kind of work required extremely high standards for basic theory. If one could not correctly grasp concepts such as rights, power, and duty, once several different issues were unpacked, following several lines of thought to their extension, when those thoughts converged, one would see extremely clear conflicts in logic and theory.

At this stage, there were not many comrades in the Party who could follow the same theory across most issues. Therefore, Chen Ke had to personally oversee the process.

In truth, Chen Ke himself had not fully reached the state mentioned by Xunzi: "Under heaven there are no two ways; the sage has no two hearts." The complexity and cruelty of the revolutionary situation required more flexible means when facing various problems.

Take, for example, Song Jiaoren and Hu Hanmin, who were waiting outside to meet Chen Ke. Even if the two "did not hesitate to speculate about Chen Ke with the worst of intentions," they did not realize Chen Ke's true "wickedness."

Regarding these chaotic forces, Chen Ke neither wanted to eliminate them nor support them. In his view, these forces were nothing more than the best actors; they would demonstrate the errors of various paths to the fullest. The comrades of the People's Party had little experience, which was their greatest current flaw. Relying only on lectures was useless, and relying only on theoretical research was equally useless. Only after seeing the actual situation with their own eyes would the comrades believe that some paths are absolutely dead ends.

Ever since the Yuewang Society had staged those several farces, there was no longer any identification with secret societies within the People's Party. The impact on the Jiangsu silk industry had further allowed the People's Party comrades to understand the decisive role of large-scale, usable "land means of production" in large-scale industry and the production of bulk commodities. Every comparison reinforced the comrades' deeper understanding of the People's Party's policies. Simply knowing that Chairman Chen was correct was meaningless; knowing exactly *how* Chairman Chen was correct was the best way for comrades to continue moving forward.

Therefore, from a political perspective, Chen Ke did not even view Yuan Shikai, Sun Wen, Hu Hanmin, Song Jiaoren, and Kita Ikki as human beings, but rather as "lab rats" for political experiments. It was precisely by relying on these "sacrifices" offered upon the altar of history that the correct path for the future could be pointed out. In this regard, Chen Ke never had the slightest bit of pity.
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"In the construction of the army, the army must obey the command of the Party and the commander..."

"That is bureaucratic thinking."

"What?"

"Note that the people's revolution launched by the proletarian party does not need to leave itself any way out. If the Party cannot represent the people, it will be abandoned by the people, and it will also be abandoned by the army. The idea that the army must obey the ruling party and the commander is a manifestation of the bureaucratic pursuit of stability."

"Then what about systems and discipline?"

"The state is a tool of class rule, but rule does not equal oppression. Since the ruling class of the base areas is the working people, the purpose of the systems established by the base area government is to maintain the interests of the working people. This is the root of everything."

"Isn't that just Left adventurism?"

"Left adventurism demands that reality yield to theory, whereas the core ideas I am stating are in line with the actual situation."

The higher the level of the People's Party meeting, the fewer taboos there were. In front of Chen Ke, the comrades dared to say anything. Firstly, this was due to everyone's age; being in their twenties and thirties was the time of greatest drive. Secondly, it was due to the inherent "safety" of the revolution led by the People's Party. Because the enemy was too weak, up to now, it had always been the People's Party suppressing others, and never the enemy crushing the People's Party. This naturally made the young comrades even more fearless.

Chen Ke let the comrades discuss freely while he seized the time to process some documents. In just this short time, Qi Huishen and Zhang Yu had locked horns. Qi Huishen was still the Chairman of the People's Internal Affairs Committee, while Zhang Yu had not yet taken up his post. The two represented different political views: Qi Huishen criticized Zhang Yu for bureaucratism, while Zhang Yu counterattacked with "Left adventurism."

Chen Ke was not at all clear whether the two were arguing so loudly on purpose for him to hear, nor did he care. The secretary placed documents in front of Chen Ke one by one, and after reading them carefully, he signed his name with a flourish. Since he had now been "parachuted" in to preside over the work in Anhui, he also had a certain plan for the future power of the Provincial Committee. The Party had suffered greatly from decentralization, and Chen Ke had been very concerned about this from the beginning.

With Chairman Chen Ke sitting so firmly on the fishing platform, other comrades began to participate in the fierce debate. Such debates had happened many times, and now the comrades' views were quite inconsistent regarding whether "revolutionary discipline comes first" or "revolutionary theory comes first."

Those prioritizing revolutionary discipline had to face a problem: Chairman Chen Ke always emphasized the universal significance of revolutionary theory. Those prioritizing revolutionary theory encountered another problem: Chairman Chen Ke emphasized the big picture during revolutionary execution, as well as his stance against Left adventurism. Therefore, the final decision-making power for major decisions still rested with Chairman Chen Ke.

By the time Chen Ke finished commenting on the thick stack of documents, the debate among the Central Committee comrades had reached a new level. That was the "relationship between the grassroots and the center."

"Why do we hold 'Zhuge Liang meetings' before battles? Why did we come up with democratic centralism? These are systems established based on theory. The Party's decisions are relatively correct; they are collective decisions, not the self-will of a certain commander. It is about doing ideological work; once explained clearly, they will certainly be supported and agreed to by the commanders and fighters. If the vast grassroots disagree, then the decision must be wrong. If the decision is wrong, it will certainly be corrected. Since it is a collective decision, there is no issue of a certain commander losing face."

"It is still the center that ultimately decides the strategy. What the grassroots comrades ask for is a foolproof plan. But every decision carries risk, and many links have particularly high risks. We are now letting Party members and cadres undertake the work with the greatest part of this risk. Therefore, we must establish discipline at the local level."

The two representative figures, Qi Huishen and Zhang Yu, were now arguing until they were a bit dizzy. Although the content of what they were saying was becoming more and more consistent, their attitudes appeared increasingly sharp and hostile.

Chen Ke knocked on the table. "I very much agree with the discussion on risk links. This is also the reason why we have always been promoting the transparency of decision-making. That is why we have the statement that the People's Party is the vanguard of the working people's revolution."

Hearing Chen Ke speak, the argument immediately began to subside. The comrades all looked at Chen Ke. In the Party, only Chen Ke could lead the comrades to walk on thin ice as if it were solid ground; only Chen Ke could constantly point out the correct path. Although Chen Ke also repeatedly reminded the comrades of the difficulties and obstacles they would encounter on this path, as long as there was a route that all comrades could accept, the magnitude of the difficulties only lay in how to deal with and overcome them. At least regarding the extent to which the work would end the entire link, there was no real divergence within the Party.

"Then does Chairman Chen support Secretary Qi's view on leaving no way out for the revolution?" Zhang Yu was very familiar with the characteristics of Chen Ke's speech. If he supported a specific practice, it was tantamount to expressing a disguised, implicit criticism of a higher-level execution train of thought.

"This has nothing to do with a way out. The purpose of revolution is to promote progress. Since we are moving forward, how can there be any consideration of retreating?" Chen Ke still expressed his attitude implicitly. "The key point of propaganda work lies in publicizing a result, and explaining to the masses why we are doing this. Therefore, the clarity of the theory in propaganda work, as well as logical self-consistency, is extremely important. Of course, Comrade Zhang Yu believes in discipline during execution, and even a certain degree of confidentiality; I do not oppose that either. I know that comrades have always felt that I don't speak much truth."

Hearing this last sentence, many of the Party's senior cadres couldn't help but smile. This kind of criticism was almost completely public. Chen Ke viewed current execution as extremely important, so it was only long after things were completely over that the comrades could figure out the ins and outs of the whole matter on their own. This made the comrades very annoyed with Chen Ke sometimes. Being kept in the dark, even if it was being kept in the dark with good intentions, still represented an attitude of distrust.

"Chairman Chen, since the theoretical guidance work for this conscription propaganda and the propaganda work itself are so important, I will ask two questions. Chairman Chen, you must tell us exactly what is in your heart." Yuwen Badu spoke up.

Chen Ke nodded. Yuwen Badu rarely spoke so bluntly; it seemed Yuwen Badu was truly anxious.

"The first question: how exactly does Chairman Chen view the masses? You always say we must trust the masses and rely on the masses. Perhaps my political level is too low, but the way I see it, Chairman Chen, you are mainly guarding against the masses and leading the masses." Yuwen Badu raised such a question.

Approving looks appeared on the faces of some comrades; this key question was also troubling them. However, the expressions of Qi Huishen, Zhang Yu, and Ren Qiying were slightly disapproving.

Chen Ke answered, "Speaking of the Chinese people, I have always believed that the Chinese people are great. For thousands of years, China has alternated between abundance and frequent disasters and famines. The masses have high aspirations, but they have long-term anxiety about scarcity. Therefore, the Chinese people place great importance on immediate interests. This is nothing shameful; it is a historical reason, the continental monsoon climate is just like that. Think about it, if you trace back every family for a dozen or dozens of generations, it has been an alternation of famine years, bumper harvests, wealth, and disasters. One moment they are rich, the next their families are broken and they are dead. This long-term state cannot help but foster a habit in Chinese people of desperately grabbing what they can get their hands on. In our investigations of the base areas, those who value money the most are precisely the kind of people who succeeded through hard work. This is the result caused by the natural environment and history."

These words didn't sound like nice words, but they were the honest truth. Every comrade nodded slightly.

"Such historical reasons have made our Chinese people disbelieve in ghosts and gods. They go everywhere to pray to gods and Buddhas because the masses do not have enough grasp of science and cannot recognize those natural laws. But as long as it is not the type seeking psychological comfort and peace, there are very few Chinese masses who truly believe in these gods, Buddhas, ghosts, and monsters. In my book *Chinese Cultural Inheritance and the Rise of Materialism*, I discussed this issue. Of course, in that book, there were many things I didn't say, and many places where I spoke nonsense. Everyone need not mind."

There was another ripple of low laughter, especially from the comrades who had started following Chen Ke early on because of that book. Everyone could indeed recognize the problems in that book now, but no one was angry, because even that book had revealed the true face of the vast world to these youths to a considerable extent and lifted the fog from before their eyes.

"After thousands of years of tossing and turning, those who didn't fight or grab, who held expectant hopes for the coming year, all died out long ago in the face of disasters. The ones left are those who built fortified docks and hid inside them, collecting every grain of food, every piece of ragged cloth, strangling the extra children born, and beating to death or enslaving outside refugees. This habit of desperately wanting more and hurriedly occupying more has been carved into our bones after so many generations. From bargaining over buying vegetables in small matters, to desperately buying houses—buying several houses—in medium matters, to being extremely stubborn about territorial issues in major matters. The Chinese people simply cannot say, 'I didn't get it this time, next time will be fine.' The situation in China is that next time it changes, it's long gone. Whatever you encounter is always a new situation."

These words were too realistic and didn't sound like praise for the people at all. How could Chen Ke, holding such an attitude, support trusting the people? But no one dared to easily draw any conclusion. Because every time, Chen Ke could unexpectedly pull the problem back to his initial theory and give an almost irrefutable definition in an even more eloquent way.

"Born in sorrow and dying in peace—this implies the disasters and changes that have lasted for thousands of years, forming the simple materialist worldview of the Chinese people. This simple materialist worldview determines that the Chinese people are the most reasonable. If they were not reasonable and instead believed in those heresies, China would have perished long ago. Therefore, the Chinese people can certainly recognize the fact that revolution promotes social progress. They can equally recognize the science and democracy we promote, and they will also fully utilize this democracy and science to make their own lives better, thereby achieving the comprehensive progress of the entire society. So I have always believed in the masses and relied on the masses. Without the masses, there would be none of our current revolutionary achievements."

Yuwen Badu remained silent. The logic of the principles Chen Ke recounted had no problems, yet it made people involuntarily feel a strong sense of dissonance. Something must be wrong; there was something Chen Ke hadn't explained clearly. After being silent for a good while, Yuwen Badu asked, "Then how do we trust the masses?"

"As long as you consider yourself not to be part of the masses, then you cannot possibly trust the masses." Chen Ke stared at Yuwen Badu with a solemn expression, speaking word by word. "We are all Chinese. Every one of us has inherited this way of thinking passed down from our ancestors. If you don't treat yourself as part of the people, if you don't think that you also have these characteristics of the masses, but instead think you are a cut above others, thinking that the masses must obey your will, then the vast majority of things cannot be accomplished. Because what the Chinese people consider first is their own interests. If the interests of the masses cannot be satisfied, then one's own interests can absolutely never be realized."

Chen Ke's expression was too solemn, looking aggressive, and no one was willing to continue making a sound at this moment. Moreover, the comrades also knew that there were some reasons why Chen Ke said this to Yuwen Badu. Chen Ke had criticized Yuwen Badu very frequently recently. More importantly, Chen Ke had arranged for Ren Qiying to be Yuwen Badu's deputy for several years now, and Yuwen Badu had made great progress. But this bit of progress was acting as a foil to Ren Qiying's even greater progress.

Someone had already publicly mocked Yuwen Badu as being Ren Qiying's deputy, and there were indeed major problems in Yuwen Badu's recent work arrangements. Not only did many policies fail to get support from the Anhui Provincial Party Committee, but problems occurred frequently in the work Yuwen Badu was directly responsible for, which was a rare situation within the People's Party. Whether it was Yuwen Badu's public self-criticism or the comrades' private discussions, everyone believed that Yuwen Badu had been too impatient recently and had lost his composure. But admitting it without obvious improvement meant the problem was big.

It was just that Yuwen Badu had too much seniority, and no one was willing to be the first to bring up the issue of replacing him. Moreover, the Party's general election had not yet arrived, so it was really difficult to move Yuwen Badu. Many comrades had already started hoping in their hearts that Chen Ke could forcefully push for personnel changes. Seeing Chen Ke's attitude so solemn this time, this thought began to become active again.

However, Chen Ke's secretary came in at this moment. He whispered, "Chairman Chen, regarding the meeting with those people from the Tongmenghui outside, should we arrange it for tomorrow?"

Chen Ke replied, "No need, I'll go over now. Have you arranged the other reception comrades?"

"They have already been arranged," the secretary replied.

"Let's stop here. I'll go deal with the matters outside first," Chen Ke said as he stood up.

"Chairman Chen, I... I want to talk to you privately," Yuwen Badu suddenly said.

"This evening," Chen Ke gave the answer.

Many comrades immediately hoped in their hearts that Yuwen Badu could see the current situation clearly and choose to resign voluntarily. With this thought, many gazes fell on Ren Qiying. If Yuwen Badu stepped down, Ren Qiying would become the comrade with the most hope of taking over Yuwen Badu's position. Obviously, Ren Qiying pretended not to see these gazes; she lowered her head slightly and began to organize the documents in front of her. Until Ren Qiying stood up and left the meeting room, her gaze never made contact or exchanged anything with other comrades.

When Chen Ke brought Umekawa Kamiyoshi into the meeting room, the faces of Song Jiaoren, Kita Ikki, and Hu Hanmin were all unpleasant. It wasn't that they had decided not to give Chen Ke a good look, but according to the introduction by the reception staff before entering, a conflict had occurred between Song Jiaoren and Hu Hanmin.

Umekawa Kamiyoshi was already the Director of the Agricultural Bureau of Fengtai County. The People's Party had no discrimination against Japanese comrades. There was always a glass ceiling for foreigners, but it was limited to senior Party and administrative positions; for example, no Japanese comrade had obtained a provincial-level position. On the contrary, in the army, several comrades engaged in military work like Kuroshima Jin had already reached the level of division cadres. After all, the army looked at military merit; guys who hid in the back wouldn't get promotion opportunities. Only army comrades who dared to fight and struggle on the front line could gain recognition. People who put life and death aside might become traitors, but it was hard to imagine them becoming spies.

Learning that the Umekawa Kamiyoshi before him was Japanese, Kita Ikki was already somewhat agitated. And Umekawa Kamiyoshi's current official position didn't sound low, which caused a subtle change in Kita Ikki's attitude towards the People's Party.

Song Jiaoren spoke according to the preparations made beforehand: "Mr. Chen, we have a suggestion. Let our various revolutionary parties unite, first take the southern provinces, and after overthrowing the Manchu Qing, we demand the implementation of a parliamentary system, with the National Assembly holding power. If the People's Party is willing, we of the Huaxinghui and the Tongmenghui will jointly nominate Mr. Chen as the Great President."

After introducing the idea, Song Jiaoren, Kuroshima Jin, and Hu Hanmin all stared at Chen Ke with burning gazes. Umekawa Kamiyoshi was a forcibly dragged-in receptionist; he never expected to hear such a "major event" as soon as he entered. He looked at Chen Ke in confusion, puzzled over whether he should be listening to these things.

At this moment, everyone heard Chen Ke say, "Our People's Party has never feared launching a revolutionary war, but we ourselves oppose meaningless wars. Since the so-called National Assembly is to be convened this year, we might as well give them a chance. If they insist on being buried along with the Manchu Qing, our People's Party will not be polite either."

Hu Hanmin revealed a mocking expression. "If these people decide to overthrow the Manchu Qing, with the currently proposed presidential system of federal autonomy, Yuan Shikai will first steal the political power of the Manchu Qing, and then steal the presidency of the country. I wonder what view Mr. Chen has on this?"

"What we are fully promoting now is the overthrow of the Manchu Qing. If Yuan Shikai supports the continued existence of the Manchu Qing, then needless to say, we will certainly do our utmost to eliminate him. As for whether Yuan Shikai comes to power after the Manchu Qing is finished, I actually think it should be resolved politically. I said earlier that our People's Party is willing to launch a war to overthrow the Manchu Qing; this is also the obligation of our People's Party. However, after overthrowing the Manchu Qing, our People's Party is unwilling to launch a warlord war. To launch a war for one's own selfish interests, I think this is an irresponsible attitude. Political problems should be resolved politically."

Hu Hanmin gave a cold laugh but did not speak. Song Jiaoren, however, opened his mouth. "I wonder if Mr. Chen supports a presidential system or a party system?"

"What our base areas implement is a multi-party cooperation system led by the People's Party." Chen Ke gave a clear and crisp answer.

Although Song Jiaoren's expression changed, he was far more cultivated than Hu Hanmin. He asked Chen Ke in detail about what exactly this People's Party-led multi-party cooperation system was.

After listening to Chen Ke finish, Song Jiaoren was silent at first. Only after a good while did he speak. "Can I consider it this way: what Mr. Chen supports is a one-party dictatorship?"
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"The multi-party cooperation system under the leadership of the People's Party is not a one-party dictatorship; it is the people's democratic dictatorship of the broad masses of working people," Chen Ke replied with a grin.

In these times, no matter what they thought in their hearts, everyone inevitably had to shout a few slogans about democracy and republicanism. The only one who consistently put forward the concept of dictatorship was the People's Party. Upon hearing "dictatorship," Song Jiaoren immediately felt strong resistance in his heart. Dictatorship meant "coercion," meant the powerful suppressing the weak. This was worlds apart from the "democracy" Song Jiaoren hoped for.

"Without a party system and an election system, where does democracy come from?" Song Jiaoren immediately retorted.

There were also such views within the People's Party in the early days, and Chen Ke had long grown tired of hearing them. "'Democracy' as a slogan is poorly explained and its meaning is unclear. Those who shout about democratic systems never regard themselves as the people. Mr. Song, can you tell me who exactly you refer to when you speak of 'the people'?"

Song Jiaoren was stunned. Chen Ke's words didn't sound good no matter how he listened. If speaking from Song Jiaoren's true heart, whoever supported party politics was "the people." So in the current China, Song Jiaoren truly believed that there were actually very few who could be called "the people." But this kind of thing could be thought, yet was very difficult to say publicly. Especially to someone like Chen Ke who held great power.

"Mr. Chen, isn't it good to overthrow the monarchy and realize democracy?" Song Jiaoren avoided Chen Ke's question and directly led the topic in this very general direction.

Chen Ke stared at Song Jiaoren and said in a rather cold tone: "Our People's Party has always been dedicated to overthrowing the monarchy; this is our greatest goal at the present stage. As for democracy, don't talk about elections or political parties. Democracy—who are the people?"

Hu Hanmin immediately interjected: "The four hundred million compatriots of China are the people."

Chen Ke turned a deaf ear to this; he stared at Song Jiaoren, waiting for Song Jiaoren's answer.

Song Jiaoren held back for a good while before saying: "The common people of China are the people. But now the people's wisdom is not yet open, so we must rely on revolutionaries and gentry everywhere."

"In other words, Mr. Song believes that at the current stage, there are people more suitable to be 'the people' than the common people?" Chen Ke pressed.

Song Jiaoren was forced into a corner by Chen Ke; he asked in return: "Then what does Mr. Chen think?"

"What I think is not important at all; what situation we face is the most important. The people want to eat and drink, want land to farm. This is the most important thing. Our People's Party government can't conjure up money, nor can we conjure up grain. We can only go farm the land, repair water conservancy, and build dams together with everyone. This is the people—they want to eat, drink, and live. If this democracy can conjure up food and drink, the people will definitely follow you. If it can't, the people will absolutely not pay attention to you."

Chen Ke's tone was very heavy. Before the revolution, he had also once been a believer in democracy for a time. But once he truly participated in the revolution, he detested it. State institutions must guarantee the development of productive forces and guarantee the effective operation of society. This was originally a very scientific thing. A bunch of people engaging in politics had smeared too many things onto the vocabulary of democracy, as if without the word democracy, it would be the end of the world. The people wouldn't die at all if they didn't use the word "democracy" for a month, but they would definitely die if they didn't eat food for half a month. This was the truth of the word "democracy."

As for these people promoting democracy at the end of the Qing Dynasty, what they hoped for was to obtain power through "democracy." Among all those who actively came to Chen Ke to propagate democracy, not a single one mentioned the immediate living problems of the people. Not a single one.

"Then Mr. Chen will absolutely not support the parliamentary system?" Song Jiaoren said in a reproachful tone. As if Chen Ke had done some terrible evil deed.

Song Jiaoren was quite tragic in history. Regarding who assassinated Song Jiaoren, there were various theories in history. Chen Ke originally felt he should give Song Jiaoren a little respect, but this respect had vanished with contact. Hearing Song Jiaoren's reproachful tone, Chen Ke could no longer hold back; he let out a cold snort.

"Mr. Song, in your view, democracy is your banner, very important, very necessary. Without democracy, you few people would have nothing. I can understand. But for us, democracy is a tool used to solve the immediate living problems of the masses. Everyone has no land to farm, so we democratically discuss it, and the land must be nationalized. China is being bullied, so we democratically discuss it, and we must overthrow the Manchus. What we want to get from democracy is support, not like you, getting a bunch of people with assets to decide the fate of the people. There is really nothing to talk about between our two sides on this matter. What we talk about in the base area is how to do things. How to let everyone eat their fill first, dress warmly, how to earn more money, and ensure the children all go to school. Those democracies you talk about are fundamentally useless for the practical problems we need to solve now; of course, I cannot support your set of parliamentary democracy."

These words stabbed Song Jiaoren's sore spot like a knife. Song Jiaoren flew into a rage; he slapped the table with a *pa*, pointed at Chen Ke, and said: "Mr. Chen, according to what you say, how is what you are doing different from those feudal emperors and warlords?"

"Heh heh!" Hu Hanmin laughed coldly twice from the side at just the right moment, intensifying the already heated situation a little more.

Chen Ke calmed down instead. "I can tell you the biggest difference between us. You believe in having a certain system first, and then using this system to manipulate the people. We believe in first recognizing that we are part of the people, and then learning to live well together with the people. Only in this process can a system that truly meets the needs of the people be produced."

These were Chen Ke's heartfelt words, but Song Jiaoren and Hu Hanmin clearly thought this was an excuse Chen Ke found for himself to maintain the interests the People's Party had obtained now. Umekawa Kamiyoshi, who came to accompany them, looked serious. Having received the Party's education for so long, he knew clearly that the People's Party had always been trying to implement this concept thoroughly. And Kita Ikki beside him revealed a look of deep respect.

Watching Song Jiaoren's rage and Hu Hanmin's face full of mockery, a little regret arose in Chen Ke's heart. Was falling out with other political parties so early a bit against the "United Front"? But Chen Ke quickly made up his mind. The performance of this group of people in history could only be called "pig-like teammates." Falling out early wasn't a bad thing at all. Moreover, whether it was the Tongmenghui or the Huaxinghui, they gathered the forces of landlords and gentry; this force was Chen Ke's great enemy. Making the hostile stance clear wasn't a bad thing at all. And from a more practical perspective, the Tongmenghui and Huaxinghui didn't even have the ability to effectively mobilize the landlords and gentry.

"Do you gentlemen have any other matters? If not, I will take my leave." Chen Ke said brightly.

"Mr. Chen, I would like to visit the base area. Is that okay?" Kita Ikki hurriedly said. Ever since learning that there were other Japanese revolutionary youths working in the People's Party, Kita Ikki had made up his mind to befriend them properly.

"This Comrade Umekawa is temporarily responsible for your reception work. Discuss it with him," Chen Ke replied.

Song Jiaoren didn't intend to discuss politics with Chen Ke this time. The situation of the Huaxinghui in Hunan was very unoptimistic now. He came this time to borrow money, grain, and guns from the People's Party. Starting such a big conflict was originally not Song Jiaoren's intention. Seeing Chen Ke already had the posture of seeing off guests, Song Jiaoren felt great regret in his heart. Turning his head to see Hu Hanmin's face looking like he feared the world wouldn't be chaotic, Song Jiaoren suddenly felt a huge suspicion: did Hu Hanmin already know Chen Ke's political views and deliberately provoked the conflict in fundamental political positions between the two sides?

While waiting for Chen Ke, Hu Hanmin kept leading the topic towards Chen Ke opposing the democratic system. When Song Jiaoren defended Chen Ke slightly, Hu Hanmin deliberately provoked, and the two argued for quite a while. As a result, when Song Jiaoren talked with Chen Ke, they indeed couldn't agree, and Chen Ke's attitude was so firm. Now that the talks had collapsed, there was no basis for discussing cooperation again. Let alone opening his mouth to ask Chen Ke for things.

Song Jiaoren was a figure after all. At this point, he couldn't care about so many matters of face. He shouted: "Mr. Chen, please stay."

Everyone in the room looked at Song Jiaoren. Song Jiaoren had already changed to a very sincere expression. "Mr. Chen, whether to adopt a party system—now that the Manchus are not yet destroyed and the revolution has not yet succeeded, that can be discussed later. I came this time to ask Mr. Chen for help. The comrades of the Huaxinghui have reached the point of running out of ammunition and food. I hope the People's Party can support the revolution."

Natural disasters were frequent at the end of the Qing Dynasty. Added to the financial collapse of the Qing government, the water conservancy projects that should have been supported by the state in the provinces of the Southeast Mutual Protection during the Gengzi year (1900) were all stopped. The already frequent natural disasters immediately caused great harm.

The basis for the People's Party easily seizing Hubei was that starting from 1904, Hubei had constant floods. Hunan, adjacent to Hubei, was the same. By 1910, Hunan's floods had lasted for seven years. Rice was as expensive as pearls, firewood as cassia; starving people were everywhere, and the lives of the common people were in extreme hardship. After entering summer, Hunan had continuous violent storms, added with "freezing northern winds and snow," causing a rare "strange disaster." "Official dikes and private embankments collapsed countless times, fields and houses were washed away, livestock lost, and the damage was immense."

That the Huaxinghui could gain a foothold in Hunan initially, the large-scale social chaos caused by natural disasters played an important role. But this was only the initial stage. After the Huaxinghui seized Changde, they once proclaimed they would save the elders of Hunan. The rolling refugees that followed directly crushed the Huaxinghui's finances. The grain and materials provided by the Huaxinghui's supporters were fine for feeding a few hundred Huaxinghui members. Faced with tens of thousands of refugees, it was simply a drop in the bucket.

In order to seize Hunan, the Huaxinghui vigorously agitated the Hunan New Army to revolt. Hunan Governor Cen Chunming also consulted many people during the National Assembly meeting. Jiangsu Governor Wang Youhong had a way of controlling the New Army, and he became a figure whom many governors of the southeast competed to visit.

Wang Youhong believed that one of the reasons for the New Army's uprising was not recognizing the situation clearly. The New Army generally believed that once the imperial court was overthrown, the situation would immediately improve. They hadn't thought clearly at all: if the court was overthrown, where would their soldiers' pay come from? As long as these things were explained clearly to the New Army, and reforms were practically undertaken, the New Army was still very reasonable.

Having obtained Wang Youhong's true teachings, the southeastern governors put great effort into propaganda after returning. Hunan Governor Cen Chunming also operated this way. He laid out facts and reasoned with the army, and fully utilized his brother Cen Chunxuan's reputation, managing to maintain the situation somehow. Faced with the Huaxinghui's agitation, the New Army did not revolt. The masses in Hunan had difficult lives, and the New Army dared not easily lose their jobs even more. Moreover, after the People's Party seized Hubei and Jiangxi surrounding Hunan, although the pressure was immense, the People's Party concentrated on internal affairs after all. Although they encountered disasters, no refugees ran to Hunan, and the grain trade between the two sides had been cut off. Grain prices in Hunan managed to stabilize at a relatively high position.

The Huaxinghui's efforts to agitate the New Army to revolt actually lost to the fact that the New Army could be paid on time. This was greatly beyond the expectations of the Huaxinghui led by Song Jiaoren and Huang Xing. Faced with the situation of financial exhaustion, a revolutionary party like the Huaxinghui with no foundation was simply not good at protracted war. As a last resort, the Huaxinghui had to start establishing a system within the controlled area and begin collecting taxes. They were a group of outsiders; how could they manage this well? So the Huaxinghui could only "fully cooperate" with the local gentry, rapidly transforming from a revolutionary party into a guardian of gentry interests. The Huaxinghui's reputation among the folk in Hunan began to plummet.

Even having become the guardian of gentry interests, the Huaxinghui still couldn't hold on now. Maintaining more than three thousand troops was a huge consumption. Fighting with the New Army and various local forces, protecting the sphere of influence—troops needed to be deployed everywhere. Even these small-scale wars were gold-swallowing beasts. Song Jiaoren originally didn't like the People's Party, and the Huaxinghui from top to bottom was very wary of the People's Party. The People's Party conquered cities and seized land; once the People's Party fought into Hunan, the Huaxinghui would only be making wedding clothes for others. Only now, at the end of their rope, did Song Jiaoren run to the People's Party for help in a hurry. As a result, out of deep-rooted apprehension in his heart, Song Jiaoren fell into the trap of Hu Hanmin's provocation.

"This requires internal discussion within our People's Party. I alone cannot make the decision," Chen Ke replied.

Hearing this answer, Song Jiaoren's face looked even uglier, and Hu Hanmin couldn't help but sneer again. Umekawa Kamiyoshi revealed an angry look on his face. Regarding external aid, the People's Party must discuss it through the Party Committee; this was organizational discipline. Without discussion by the Party Committee, even Chen Ke wasn't qualified to make the People's Party pay money.

"Mr. Song, write me a number for the loan. I will discuss it at the Party Committee." Chen Ke ignored the expressions of others and asked calmly.

"This..." Song Jiaoren became troubled. his hope was the more the better. As for how much he really wanted to borrow, he had no plan either. With Chen Ke saying this, Song Jiaoren couldn't say an accurate number instead.

"Think about it, and write me a number." Chen Ke said with a smile. "If there is nothing else, I will take my leave first. Comrade Umekawa Kamiyoshi is responsible for reception work; you can discuss with him if you need anything."

Watching Chen Ke's retreating figure, Hu Hanmin sneered again. He turned his head and said: "Dunchu, we should have a good talk."

Unexpectedly, Song Jiaoren snorted coldly, "I have matters tonight; I'm afraid I can't keep you company."

Seeing Song Jiaoren's face full of anger, Hu Hanmin realized this anger was likely directed at himself. He hurriedly said: "Dunchu, do you still believe Chen Ke? Even if he gives aid, it will just be sending you off with some insignificant things."

"We are so poor now that we wish we could beg on the streets. If he sends me off with anything casually, I'd be eternally grateful." Leaving this sentence behind, Song Jiaoren went to discuss the issue of material aid with the Huaxinghui comrades.

Hu Hanmin originally thought he had successfully provoked the relationship between the Huaxinghui and the People's Party, but he didn't expect that Song Jiaoren hadn't told the truth from the beginning. He had actually run here to "beg." The People's Party was wealthy and imposing; this was something that made other revolutionary parties jealous enough to spit fire. As long as Song Jiaoren didn't ask for much, the People's Party could absolutely afford it. Watching Song Jiaoren's back, Hu Hanmin felt a burst of irritability in his heart.

Just then, he heard Kita Ikki already starting to chat with Umekawa Kamiyoshi in Chinese. Kita Ikki seemed not to have heard the content of everyone's conflict today at all, and instead seriously asked Umekawa Kamiyoshi, this Japanese person, about the People's Party's specific policies. Kita Ikki wasn't Hu Hanmin's subordinate; even if Hu Hanmin was unhappy, he had no qualification to gossip about Kita Ikki. Meeting a rebuff at the People's Party, followed by the scattered situation of internal personnel, Hu Hanmin turned his head and left with a cold face.

Kita Ikki didn't care much about Hu Hanmin's mood. Without Hu Hanmin there, he even felt more relaxed. Since neither Hu Hanmin nor Song Jiaoren were there, and Kita Ikki was prepared to help Song Jiaoren, he quickly turned the topic to how the People's Party responded to disaster relief.

Umekawa Kamiyoshi was an old Party member; he participated in the People's Party's disaster relief in Anhui and understood it thoroughly. Fellow countryman meeting fellow countryman, Umekawa Kamiyoshi didn't mind explaining it well.

The People's Party started with disaster relief and had rich experience. Wherever they went, they immediately organized relief and restored production. And they fully utilized these opportunities to promote comprehensive and thorough Land Reform. After Land Reform, the new government organized manpower to start dredging river channels and building dikes. The Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army played a huge role in this. With the efforts of the surveying teams the People's Party had spent untold hardships to cultivate, the new construction plans were far more scientific than before. The programmatic plan proposed by Chen Ke of "protecting key points, establishing flood diversion areas" increased efficiency even more, and basic water conservancy projects that had been neglected for ten years finally began to recover. In the floods, the People's Party's formidable execution ability ensured one thing: party and government officials everywhere must go to the front line, using local troops as the backbone to ensure the main dikes were not lost. Under such execution ability, even the hastily launched basic water conservancy projects played a huge role.

"Umekawa-kun, all officials go to the front line—is it really like this?" Kita Ikki listened with shining eyes.

"Kita-kun, it really is like this!" Umekawa Kamiyoshi answered proudly. As the Director of the County Agriculture Bureau, going to the dike during the flood season every year was already a common occurrence. With the improvement of the People's Party's cement production and transportation capacity, a considerable part of the key sections of the Huai River dike had begun to turn into solid dikes built of stone and cement.

"Then is it possible to realize the line of the Chinese revolution promoted by the People's Party?" Kita Ikki asked next.

Umekawa Kamiyoshi could see Kita Ikki's desire for revolution. His voice also became somewhat impassioned. "Kita-kun, the People's Party's revolutionary line is built on the foundation of the comprehensive destruction of the old gentry class. I am also reflecting on what exactly the Japanese revolution can learn from the People's Party's Chinese revolution. Looking at it now, Japan must undergo a comprehensive and profound transformation. All old systems must be thoroughly destroyed; the Japanese people must be the masters in Japan. Without the thorough destruction of the old upper strata, Japan will have no new life!"

"I ask Umekawa-kun to enlighten me!" Hearing Umekawa Kamiyoshi speak of the key point, Kita Ikki immediately lowered his head respectfully and said.

If Kita Ikki knew that Umekawa Kamiyoshi originally ran to China to join the revolution only because he couldn't make a living at home and was "coerced" by Kuroshima Jin and others in a muddle-headed way, he might feel his current respect was truly being cheated. But Kita Ikki really wanted to know now how the revolution could be successful like the People's Party.

"I have always been engaged in logistics and agricultural work. I started raising pigs, later went to the army farm, and only later arrived at the County Agriculture Bureau to become this Director. So regarding how to implement military struggle, I personally am not clear." Umekawa Kamiyoshi had been in the People's Party for over five years after all; he still had basic fact-seeking. Moreover, Umekawa Kamiyoshi himself didn't plan to return to Japan to start a revolution from scratch. Recently, many Japanese revolutionary comrades in the People's Party collectively sent people to bring family members willing to come to China to the base area. Although Umekawa Kamiyoshi's parents didn't come, his parents sent his younger brothers and sisters to the base area. Since he didn't prepare to return to Japan to participate in the revolution personally, Umekawa Kamiyoshi wanted even more to impart revolutionary logic to a Japanese revolutionary youth like Kita Ikki who was willing to revolt.

"Kita-kun, without eliminating the exploitation system, the Japanese people will never have a day of emerging. Even if the Japanese upper strata are successful, the people will still have nothing. Only when the means of production are mastered in the hands of the working people will Japan have a true future!"
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Chen Ke was originally scheduled to meet with Yuwen Badu that evening, but he suddenly received a telegram. Yuan Shikai was preparing to dispatch an envoy to the base area to negotiate "commercial issues" with Chen Ke. The People's Party Central Committee had predicted Yuan Shikai would initiate these negotiations two months ago; unexpectedly, Yuan had managed to hold out until now before coming to talk business.

Weighing the two matters, Chen Ke discovered he actually didn't want to meet with Yuwen Badu. For an organization like the People's Party, dealing with external affairs was far easier than internal ones. This wasn't complacency on Chen Ke's part. Although they hadn't yet reached the high degree of organizational intensity of the Party in history, as long as the People's Party made a resolution, no person or organization within China's current scope could stop their actions. Not even Yuan Shikai, who was about to seize the nominal leadership of China, nor the entire Beiyang clique behind him. Precisely because of this, Chen Ke knew he had to meet with Yuwen Badu and resolve the problems Yuwen Badu was facing.

Different positions lead to vastly different ways of thinking and results. Chen Ke didn't like to wildy guess at his comrades' thoughts; everyone had limitations, and Chen Ke had his own. As his actual status and authority grew, Chen Ke found he had to endure and bear many things. When the base area was just Northern Anhui, Chen Ke could directly correct local issues. Now, even if he saw a problem, he couldn't simply criticize it, and sometimes even had to say things against his own will. Because Chen Ke's authority required him to be the formulator and maintainer of the entire system, and this position did not allow him to comment on those inevitable minor incidents.

Disorderly bypassing the chain of command—the "closest" historical example was Chiang Kai-shek. Baldy Chiang was in the habit of bypassing the high command to direct division commanders or even regiment commanders directly. The result was a complete mess in the War of Liberation. If a mere regiment commander dared to use Chiang's handwritten orders to defy their direct superiors, there was no need to consider the normal operation of that system. Chen Ke demanded of himself that he absolutely must not repeat those mistakes. Party committee discussions were one thing; as a Party member temporarily residing in Anhui, he had the qualification and obligation to participate in the organizational life of the Party committee. But in actual operations, as a central leader, he could only command his direct subordinates and absolutely must not bypass levels.

Pondering these heavy work matters, Chen Ke returned home. His daughter, Chen Qianru, screamed "Papa" as usual and threw herself at him. In the past, Chen Ke would have immediately felt his mood lighten. But today, even as he lifted his daughter into the air with a smile, his expression remained absent-minded.

A child wouldn't understand an adult's thoughts. Chen Qianru pulled at Chen Ke, trying incoherently to tell him about the day's events. Chen Ke heard but didn't register a word. Just then, He Ying came over and picked up Chen Qianru. "Yueyue, play with Mommy. Let your Papa rest a while."

Giving his wife a grateful smile, Chen Ke leaned back against the headboard, closed his eyes, and began to weigh the situation in Anhui. Anhui was the earliest base area and was now the most troublesome one. Most of the cadres capable of shouldering heavy responsibilities had been sent to new base areas. A significant portion of those remaining were of the mediocre sort—not good enough for high posts but too good for low ones. When manpower wasn't so dispersed, this group of mid-level cadres could honestly perform their abilities at the grassroots level. Later, as many vacancies appeared in Anhui's work, many cadres with insufficient grassroots experience were pulled directly into current positions. If Lu Huitian and others were still there, Yuwen Badu would have been fine doing any job. But the current batch of mid-level cadres, lacking accumulated experience, exposed comprehensive problems.

This wasn't to say Yuwen Badu didn't have problems. The current problem was that Yuwen Badu lacked the ability to command mid-level cadres with greater finesse. More specifically, Yuwen Badu lacked the ability to command the various departments and bureaus within the province.

Just as he formed a judgment and before he could expand his train of thought, He Ying called Chen Ke for dinner. Chen Ke didn't delay; he stuffed the usual amount of food into his stomach without any impression of the process. After eating, he kissed his daughter's little cheek and got up to return to the office. As soon as he entered, Yuwen Badu was already waiting there.

"Chairman Chen, I want to transfer jobs," Yuwen Badu said straightforwardly.

"Why?" Chen Ke asked.

"I originally hoped to work in the Construction Department. Let me build roads and houses; I feel that suits me," Yuwen Badu said firmly.

"Then why do you feel your current work doesn't suit you?" Chen Ke's tone revealed none of his emotions.

"..." Yuwen Badu couldn't articulate why it didn't suit him. After pondering for a good while, he said, "The comrades have a lot of criticism regarding my work."

"What did Comrade Ren Qiying say?" Chen Ke continued to ask.

"Comrade Ren Qiying thinks that in much of my work, I'm either too loose or too strict with the comrades below. But I can never grasp the right degree. It's not just the comrades who are dissatisfied; I'm also very dissatisfied with myself."

"Comrade Yuwen Badu, I must criticize you first," Chen Ke said unceremoniously.

Yuwen Badu seemed mentally prepared. Facing Chen Ke's criticism, he looked straight into Chen Ke's eyes without a hint of shrinking back.

Chen Ke didn't care if Yuwen Badu's expression was determined or tragic. He tapped the desk with his finger and said in one breath, "This request you are presenting to me now is desertion in the face of battle, fear of work. Is this the attitude of a Party member? Is this the attitude for work?"

No matter how Chen Ke scolded him, or even if he immediately dismissed him, Yuwen Badu wouldn't have been surprised. But the meaning within Chen Ke's words was actually demanding him to persist, which greatly exceeded Yuwen Badu's imagination.

"Chairman Chen, I indeed haven't done the job well..."

Chen Ke immediately interrupted Yuwen Badu, "How do you know you haven't done it well? Here! You say you haven't done well, fine. Tell me, where haven't you done well?"

Yuwen Badu cited several examples, such as insufficient tax revenue and fluctuating progress in public works, including flood control dikes. Very concrete and representative, but in Chen Ke's view, completely meaningless. When Chen Ke presided over Anhui, these problems had all appeared, and they were problems that would exist for a long time. But as long as one could go down to the front lines to study them practically, none were unsolvable.

"Then to which comrades did you assign these tasks?" Chen Ke asked.

"I grabbed them myself," Yuwen Badu answered with a guilty conscience.

"That seems to be my working method from back then," Chen Ke replied expressionlessly.

"Yes," Yuwen Badu showed a look of shame. "Chairman Chen, I really can't compare to you. You could solve problems just by looking around casually. I squat at a spot for a long time and still can't find the key points or smooth out the relationships."

Looking at the sincere Yuwen Badu, Chen Ke felt the evil consequences of his previous "one-man show" had fully manifested. This really couldn't be blamed on Yuwen Badu; Chen Ke even thought Yuwen Badu's performance had greatly exceeded his expectations. Chen Ke relied on a hundred years of hindsight, especially an understanding of New China's construction experience. It wasn't arrogance; asking Yuwen Badu to compare with Chen Ke in these aspects was truly unfair.

"Comrade Yuwen Badu, then why don't you boldly hand over the work to the comrades below? We've always talked about perfecting the system within the Party; you should solve these problems by perfecting the system. We're not afraid of working slowly. I'm worried now that if you rush to complete the workload like this, problems are bound to arise in the process."

Yuwen Badu answered gloomily, "Chairman Chen, for some jobs, if they aren't fully completed, the benefits of the whole project won't show. The masses are different now compared to the first few years. In the beginning, having a bite to eat was enough. These past few years, the masses can eat their fill, even eat meat, and as a result, they demand more. Chairman Chen, I'm also from the countryside. You know that when country folk get tangled up with you, it never ends. You can't tell them how much profit there is. If you say nothing and make them work, they fear you won't pay and will do whatever you say. Once you say how much benefit comes from doing how much work, they think that benefit is already in their pockets. No amount of supervision works; they're more self-righteous than you."

There was no way around this sort of thing. Let alone country folk, Chen Ke himself had done such things. Hearing this, he could only grin bitterly.

"Also, the situation in Anhui has changed greatly. Those willing to work honestly have either followed us—joining the army, going to the cities—or stayed home to focus on farming. Now, when recruiting labor, many who come out are loafers. They can't farm well, the cities don't want them, so they hang around everywhere waiting for opportunities. Managing them is especially difficult..."

Yuwen Badu was determined to explain the situation clearly to Chen Ke this time, recounting everything from top to bottom tirelessly. Chen Ke listened and took notes; in the blink of an eye, over three hours passed. Only when Yuwen Badu's mouth was dry did he finally stop.

Chen Ke felt his brain was a bit numb. He stretched and said in a very casual tone, "Comrade Yuwen Badu, Comrade Ren Qiying asked you to report like this, and you finally did."

"Cough, cough!" Yuwen Badu choked on a sip of water and coughed repeatedly. Before fully recovering, he looked at Chen Ke with surprise and guilt. "Chairman Chen, how did you know?"

Chen Ke didn't know originally and hadn't thought of it at first. But hearing Yuwen Badu speak so eloquently, thoroughly, and completely for so long without a script—if Yuwen Badu had this level of competence, he certainly wouldn't be so universally complained about by the comrades.

Looking at Yuwen Badu's slightly uneasy expression, Chen Ke wondered if it was feigned or if Yuwen Badu really felt that unease. But regardless of the case, Yuwen Badu didn't truly have the thought of giving up his current position. Everything has its positive and negative possibilities.

As for whether Chen Ke himself was relying on political maneuvering or the Party organization, there wasn't much choice. "Starting tomorrow, we will conduct a public discussion on Anhui's institutional arrangements. I think it is necessary to discuss establishing a civil service system in Anhui."

After sending Yuwen Badu away, Chen Ke was in high spirits. He paced back and forth a few steps but still felt the mental fatigue couldn't be eliminated. The civil service system could be said to be the core of the bureaucratic system. The Party had suffered greatly back then when establishing the bureaucratic system; various high-ranking Party cadres were directly responsible for establishing civil service systems in different places, which sowed the seeds for the full-scale outbreak of many contradictions later.

The People's Revolution must rely on comprehensive democracy. Theoretically, the people have the full right to freely manage their own affairs. Through People's Congresses at all levels, the people exercise their power. However, the problem lies in the fact that comprehensive industrialization requires a strong government. If the government doesn't take charge, industrial groups will jump out to create a situation favorable to themselves.

Historically, the bureaucratic group had a special fondness for the Soviet-style bureaucracy-supreme system, which was also the cause of later large-scale political movements. History has proven countless times that no bureaucratic system is loyal to the people; the bureaucratic system is loyal to power. Only if the People's Revolution can allow the people to master power is it possible to solve this problem fundamentally.

Moreover, the nature of the bureaucratic system determines that it is only responsible to superiors. This is understandable; if someone engages in "holding the people hostage to enhance their own standing," they are absolutely an ambitious schemer. Not to mention the bureaucratic system won't tolerate such people, Chen Ke wouldn't allow such people to exist within the system either. How to combine the bureaucratic system with the People's Revolution is truly a huge political subject.

To think it has come to this step! Chen Ke didn't know whether to feel lucky or suspect he had gone down a diverging path. Unable to reach a conclusion after much thought, Chen Ke simply chose to go home and sleep.

At daybreak, things started happening. Taking care of his daughter getting up, brushing teeth, washing face, cooking, feeding—He Ying and Chen Ke busied themselves for a while before the work was done.

"Papa, come back early," Chen Qianru said quite fluently.

"Mhm, I'll try my best." Chen Ke kissed his daughter's little cheek, hugged his wife, and then set off.

In the office, Qi Huishen was already waiting. "Chairman Chen, what did Comrade Yuwen say yesterday?"

"Don't worry about him. What were you preparing to say?" Chen Ke asked.

Qi Huishen's attitude was firm. "I want to say just two things. Yuwen Badu has made no major errors in his work, far from grounds for dismissal. Anhui is an old base area; provincial committee comrades compare Yuwen Badu with you, so naturally, many problems appear. If we really compare work ability, most comrades compared to Yuwen Badu are 'seven and a half taels against half a catty'—about the same. It's just that each comrade has strengths in certain areas. If we dismiss Comrade Yuwen Badu, whose work is imperfect, just because we hear people talking, this sets a bad precedent. If one must be dismissed for not being perfect, heaven knows what state Anhui will end up in."

Hearing this, Chen Ke offered no evaluation. "And the second thing?"

"Ren Qiying does not have the ability to take charge of the Governor position. With Yuwen Badu in front blocking for her, Ren Qiying can work freely. If Ren Qiying takes over Yuwen Badu's position now, she won't be able to bear such immense pressure. Comrade Yuwen Badu is at least a revolutionary; Comrade Ren Qiying is a bureaucrat. In my view, we need to break up this pairing now," Qi Huishen said more unceremoniously.

The solution Qi Huishen proposed made Chen Ke's eyes light up. Old comrades viewed problems differently. Chen Ke was also very dissatisfied with Ren Qiying inciting Yuwen Badu from behind to probe the Central Committee. Work is work; Chen Ke felt that whether Yuwen Badu suited the post depended on work performance, not playing politics and balancing acts. Yuwen Badu was fundamentally inept at politics. If a reason had to be found, it was that Yuwen Badu couldn't solve problems, and Ren Qiying didn't firmly suggest the correct path to him.

"Freezing three feet is not one day's cold. The problems can't be just with the two of them. Is there also a problem with the execution and understanding of the system?" Chen Ke asked.

"If there is a problem, it's also what you've emphasized repeatedly: thinking too much for themselves. Considering their position as a kind of benefit. Treating power as their own possession. This sort of thing is too hard to reverse," Qi Huishen answered decisively.

Chen Ke smiled bitterly. "Then if we dismiss, both must be dismissed. We can't leave one alone. And this is also a problem of the Provincial Party Committee. right now, the two of us feel they are unsuitable, but I feel the comrades below might be even worse than them. From yesterday's look, Comrade Yuwen Badu still wants to work; he just lacks work ability. Comrade Ren Qiying is at least a pretty good bureaucrat. She at least has a conscious or unconscious cognition of the bureaucratic system. I'm afraid the comrades below aren't even as pure as these two."

Qi Huishen was responsible for the Party School and Cadre School construction; he could understand Chen Ke's seemingly light words. "Then we need to conduct larger-scale training in Anhui, and we also need to perfect larger-scale system construction. We must first make the metaphysical system sound."

These were actually things Chen Ke had intentionally or unintentionally recounted before. That Qi Huishen could speak so clearly showed he truly understood Chen Ke's thoughts. However, Chen Ke was still a bit uneasy, so he asked, "Huishen, from the perspective of the entire revolution, who do you think are our friends, and who are our enemies?"

"Anyone who colludes with and relies on the European and American powers is our enemy. At the current stage, anyone who is anti-imperialist and anti-feudal can be considered our friend. This is also the root that wasn't stated too explicitly in 'Analysis of Classes in Chinese Society'," Qi Huishen answered.

"Then I want to tell you something. Song Jiaoren wants to come here to seek support. What do you think?"

"That depends on his relationship with foreigners, or rather, what his relationship with foreigners will be in the future," Qi Huishen didn't feel conflicted at all.

"What about the Tongmenghui?"

"The Tongmenghui is inextricably linked with the European and American powers; we can already characterize them as enemies."

"Then what about our cooperation with the foreign devils?"

"Us..." Qi Huishen hesitated. If one spoke of who had the most economic cooperation with foreigners within the scope of China, the People's Party was likely the leader among all factions.

"Then it should be based on whether national rights are sold out... no..." Qi Huishen thought for a while and was actually stumped by this question. "Chairman Chen, what do you think?"

Chen Ke answered, "The European and American powers aren't all incomparably evil. Our normal trade with them has nothing to do with selling out national sovereignty. We welcome normal trade, but we will absolutely never become the running dogs of the European and American powers in squeezing the Chinese people."

This answer was logically self-consistent and highly operable. Qi Huishen nodded repeatedly. He absolutely didn't oppose normal cooperation; without normal commercial trade with the foreign devils, the base area's industrial development would be greatly affected.

"But why did Chairman Chen think of discussing this?" Qi Huishen felt it was strange.

"Yuan Shikai is sending someone. I personally feel Yuan Shikai can't hold on financially. He's coming to ask for money." Chen Ke said with a cold sneer. A friend of Chen Ke's in the past believed that the Boxer Indemnity amount was large for an agricultural country, but really not a particularly special amount for an industrial country. Chen Ke naturally believed not a cent should be given, but when really calculated, it wasn't an astronomical figure even for a primary industrialized region like the base area.

The negotiations between the base area and the British were progressing very well. The British side firmly requested a trade quota of 100 million pounds between the two sides by 1912. 100 million pounds in these years equaled 750 million taels of silver. The British could skim about 10 million pounds of benefit from this. That was 75 million taels of silver. Under other circumstances, how many wars would the British have to fight to get these benefits?

Undoubtedly, Yuan Shikai already knew this news, and he wanted a share of the pie. That was why he sent someone. Chen Ke needed comrades within the Party to stand firmly with him.
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Aside from the difference in scale, the bustle of Fengtai County was no different from that of an ordinary large Japanese city. The only differences were that the roads in Fengtai were wider, and brick-and-tile houses had replaced the wooden structures common in Japan. Moreover, compared to the chaotic mix of various elements in Japan, this place embodied a masculine aura full of planning. The wide roads hardened with cinder, the green belts on both sides of the roads, the parks inside the county town, and the resting areas within the communities—all of this made Kita Ikki feel extremely unaccustomed. If one had to say, this was a city completely designed by people, rather than a city like those in Japan that were formed by people living their lives.

"Umekawa-kun, these announcements..." When Kita Ikki passed the large bulletin board in front of the courthouse, he saw several execution notices among a pile of announcements. The paper had yellowed somewhat; it seemed they had been there for quite some time. They stood out a bit in the row of posted notices.

"The base area promotes the rule of law. Our trials here are public, especially those involving public affairs; they must be publicly tried. Civil cases are held inside the courthouse, but everyone can go and observe," Umekawa Kamiyoshi replied.

"Public trials? Have there been any recently?"

"There haven't been any recently, but last summer a batch was ruthlessly killed." Mentioning this, Umekawa Kamiyoshi's attitude became somewhat fierce. During the flood season of 1910, counter-revolutionaries had attempted to breach the dykes when the floodwaters arrived. At that time, people were coming and going everywhere on the main dykes. The guys intending to breach the dykes were acting suspiciously and were quickly discovered. They confessed upon interrogation. That major execution was a topic of conversation for quite a long time in many places in Anhui in 1910. Umekawa Kamiyoshi was responsible for agricultural work; once the dykes were breached, the hard work of the agricultural department would have gone down the drain. He hated these people especially.

Kita Ikki was appalled upon hearing this. He couldn't quite imagine how much hatred those who participated in the dyke breaching had for the People's Party. "Why on earth?" Kita Ikki asked.

"Hatred for the new government, I suppose!" Umekawa Kamiyoshi replied, furious. The few guys who were discovered were caught by Public Security, but they didn't die right then. After the water levels receded, the masses quickly got the news. Consequently, the masses working desperately on the river dykes immediately exploded in anger. The hot-blooded youths rushed back and dragged the families of these guys onto the main dyke. Inside the main dyke was the surging river water; outside the main dyke were ten thousand *mu* of fertile fields. The masses' family properties were all there. Once the dyke really broke, the harvest and family property of this year would all vanish into nothingness. How could the angry masses stand such stimulation? Except for a few four or five-year-old children who were snatched out by local cadres, the others were all beaten to death by the masses right there on the dyke.

This matter didn't end there. The gang who attempted to breach the dyke frequently engaged in networking, and many of the networkers hadn't gone up to the dyke. After the water receded, local cadres and angry local masses dragged them out and interrogated them under torture, and these people confessed as well. They admitted they knew about the matter. In China, "knowing about the matter" was equivalent to being an accomplice. If they knew someone was going to rebel and didn't report it despite knowing, the People's Party might spare their lives. But knowing someone was going to breach the dyke and not reporting it—this wasn't a crime against the People's Party, but a crime against the people.

The attitude of the masses was firm; they were determined to put all these people to death. There was also a small portion of people within the People's Party who opposed the executions, but the minority of comrades couldn't twist the arms of the majority of comrades. In the end, these guys who "knew and didn't report" were executed as accomplices. The only good thing was that it didn't directly implicate their families.

Regarding this kind of large-scale execution, Kita Ikki also had nothing to say. He couldn't quite imagine this kind of situation. According to Japanese custom, high-ranking threat-makers would say, "I don't know about what happens afterwards." This was a form of ventriloquism unique to Japan. Under the rule of the People's Party, it seemed this kind of Japanese situation didn't exist at all.

"Tens of thousands of masses gathering together, demanding the execution of a batch of people—that scene was truly intense." Speaking of this, Umekawa Kamiyoshi also became somewhat spirited and solemn. He wasn't Chinese after all, and although he also hated those people, Umekawa Kamiyoshi was still shaken by this situation that was completely different from Japan.

Kita Ikki's eyes were full of envy and longing. Japan did not have such gatherings of tens of thousands of masses demanding justice be upheld. It didn't need tens of thousands; if a few hundred people gathered, it would become a rice riot. The Japanese masses would instinctively move towards beating, smashing, and looting. This wasn't because the Japanese masses were unruly; if they could gather hundreds of people, it would already be at a point where it was unbearable.

Looking carefully at these notices, most were not executions. What surprised Kita Ikki greatly was that there were actually notices dealing with corruption crimes by officials in the base area. Eyes widening into circles, Kita Ikki pointed at three notices, "This... this... is this real?"

Umekawa Kamiyoshi said quite proudly, "Of course it's real. The People's Party never goes soft on black sheep. If one is short of money, they can just bring it up. Borrowing money from the organization, or comrades organizing donations—these are all allowed. Embezzling public funds—that is a crime against the organization, a crime against the people."

"But here there's also accepting money from others to help arrange jobs..." Kita Ikki already didn't know how to describe it. Although this person hadn't been sentenced to prison, the public notice criticized this matter fiercely, and moreover, expelled this person from the government department. This kind of thing was absolutely not a wrong deed to Kita Ikki, but the People's Party's view seemed very different from Kita Ikki's.

"The Organization Department never goes soft on this kind of thing. This is a major matter violating organizational discipline. The government recruits people openly every year; voluntary registration, public selection, the capable ascend. Paying some money to mix into the ranks—where is there such a thing? This isn't buying an official post." Umekawa Kamiyoshi was still very satisfied with these matters.

"Isn't the People's Party afraid of chaos?" Kita Ikki particularly cared about this kind of thing. The reason Japanese revolutionaries found it difficult to gain mainstream support in society lay in the fact that while the social mainstream certainly had many grievances, compared to great social chaos, the social mainstream stood on the side of the *zaibatsu* and the government instead. The People's Party's severe methods were completely Kita Ikki's ideal.

"Kita-kun, have you noticed one thing? All of the People's Party's punishments are directed at one type of person. That is, people who disrupt the labor order. No matter your background, no matter your status, if you disrupt the labor order and damage the social order, then you will definitely be punished. Being here with the People's Party, I've really learned one thing: the state is a tool of class rule. In the base area, the ruling class is the vast number of laborers. The system of the base area is designed to safeguard the interests of this ruling class, the laborers. Whereas in Japan, state institutions safeguard the interests of the upper-class exploiters. This is the essential difference between the two sides."

"Please enlighten me, Umekawa-kun."

The People's Party's Party School and Cadre School weren't opened for nothing. After the implementation of land reform, based on the basic equality of social means of production, the People's Party could finally launch comprehensive political discussions. The relationship between "labor power" and "means of production," the definition of the working masses, as well as the final distribution of social products. Transactions, including administrative costs—all this knowledge that was originally only passed down by word of mouth between the highest rulers was opened up to the People's Party and the masses. This triggered a comprehensive great earthquake within the base area. When the simple yet complex system of state operations was finally revealed before everyone's eyes, no one could adapt to it easily.

However, at this time, Chairman Chen Ke put forward an explanation that convinced everyone, "All social and organizational operations revolve around the core of living. We need to eat, wear clothes, and use things every day, so everyone must labor, everyone must participate in social mass production. No one can avoid it."

He spoke neither of a kingdom of heaven on earth nor of ultimate ideals. Chen Ke only spoke of labor and the distribution of the fruits of labor. Every member of the masses could recognize this simple relationship. Even for the "administrative costs" of the state power that didn't participate in actual production—the part most likely to trigger contradictions—whether everyone was happy in their hearts or not, they could all accept it.

"Our agricultural department talks about how much grain you can grow based on how much effort you put in. Those unwilling to delve deeply can just copy what others do. Those willing to delve into the reasons can go and study specially. The agricultural department provides training. We in the agricultural department feel like there's endless work to do at any time. When the farmers harvest more grain, they are also more willing to hand over that thirty percent agricultural tax."

"How do the people accept the administrative costs?" Kita Ikki was particularly interested in how the base area conducted propaganda.

"Calculate the effort. Tax collection, transportation, and the amount of labor in every link. Especially since the administrative departments are also people just like the common folk; they also need to rest. Calculated this way, the masses feel that eating public rice is pretty good, but they don't know many of the techniques, and they can't bear that hardship. Moreover, if mistakes are made, there will be punishment. Everyone is also afraid. The common folk of China are really very different from Japan. Since they can't do it, the Chinese common folk calmly accept that they can't do the job."

"Chairman Chen believes that absolute egalitarianism and fairness are two completely different things. The Chinese common folk can actually understand this reasoning. Those masses who talk about unfairness, when it comes time to learn agricultural knowledge, there isn't a single one who doesn't go to listen. We emphasize labor, labor, labor. For example, in land leveling, irrigated land must have a certain angle of inclination. If you can't achieve that, it certainly won't work. We must adhere to this scientific attitude; there is no room for sentiment. Talking about sentiment is useless; water can't flow backwards. If there is no angle of inclination, the fields will be flooded as soon as it rains. This isn't us deliberately making things difficult for the masses."

"You don't talk about revolution?" Kita Ikki was extremely puzzled.

"The first stage of the land revolution, land reform, is now complete. Developing productive forces and promoting science is the revolution at the current stage." Umekawa Kamiyoshi answered resonantly. He liked this kind of risk-free revolution very much; Umekawa Kamiyoshi would have no objection to revolutionizing like this for a lifetime. After the People's Party set laws, established systems, and clarified discipline, leading the revolution onto the track of construction, Umekawa Kamiyoshi turned into the staunchest "revolutionary."

This kind of laborers' production revolution differed greatly from the revolution Kita Ikki needed. Although he was full of admiration for the People's Party, what Kita Ikki cared about was how to overthrow the current Japanese government. "Then, among our Japanese comrades, who is responsible for military operations?"

"It's Comrade Kuroshima Hitoshi. But he is currently in Jiangxi," Umekawa Kamiyoshi replied regretfully.

"What views does Chairman Chen Ke have on the Japanese revolution?"

"The current stage is base area construction. As for really putting it on the agenda, I'm afraid that will have to wait until after the liberation of all China. Since we want to integrate into the revolutionary ranks, it's also not good to speak of such things," Umekawa Kamiyoshi replied.

Kita Ikki nodded slightly. This was indeed a problem. If Japanese comrades shouted about the Japanese revolution all day long, they obviously wouldn't be able to mix into the People's Party. He asked another question, "How does the People's Party view other political parties?"

"This is an organizational matter. I only manage agriculture, I don't care about other things." Umekawa Kamiyoshi answered very crisply. The Party School and Cadre School had lectured on organizational discipline so many times, and Umekawa Kamiyoshi really didn't know what attitude the People's Party had towards other political parties.

***

If it were Song Jiaoren, he wouldn't have asked this. The People's Party's attitude was already completely laid out there, which was a refusal to cooperate. The People's Party obviously didn't like using rhetoric. Last time when Song Jiaoren acted as Sun Yat-sen's messenger, Chen Ke had already clearly informed him of the stance of absolutely no cooperation on the political level.

Since this was the case, the people of the Huaxinghui felt difficult regarding exactly how many weapons and supplies to demand from the People's Party. How much value the Huaxinghui had to the People's Party meant how much support the People's Party would give. Back then, Tao Chengzhang of the Guangfu Society explicitly announced his departure from the Tongmenghui; the reason was that Tao Chengzhang asked Sun Yat-sen for funds to launch an uprising, but was refused by Sun Yat-sen. Now the People's Party was even more absolute, not even giving a chance for nominal cooperation. At least back then, the Tongmenghui had tried its best to pull the Guangfu Society into the partnership.

"Five thousand fast rifles, one hundred thousand taels of silver, and also two hundred thousand *dan* of grain. That should be about enough for us to crush the Manchus' running dogs in Hunan." A comrade handed a simple list to Song Jiaoren.

Song Jiaoren wasn't optimistic at all. Theoretically, this amount could probably meet the Huaxinghui's needs. But that was only theoretically. In real calculations, even if increased tenfold, it might not be enough for the Huaxinghui. Most importantly, this list didn't list the bullets the Huaxinghui needed most.

In Shanghai, one tael of silver could buy about fifty bullets. In Hunan, the price had already reached a level where one tael of silver couldn't even buy ten bullets. The key constraining the Huaxinghui's combat was already various types of bullets. The Huaxinghui's firearms were of all kinds, with loading methods ranging from muzzle-loading smoothbore guns loading gunpowder and shot, to paper cartridges, and then to metal cartridges; they really had everything. Compared to the unified standard weapons of the Hunan New Army, they were indeed lagging far behind.

Fortunately, the People's Party had occupied Hubei, and the Hunan New Army's source of bullets was cut off. This gave the Huaxinghui a chance. If they could get sufficient replenishment, the Huaxinghui was confident in crushing the Hubei New Army.

"Let's first write clearly the requirements for how to use these supplies," Song Jiaoren said.

"What is the use of writing it so clearly? It just lets the People's Party know our actual situation. I think it's quite unnecessary."

"Yes, even if we write it clearly, the People's Party might not give it. Better to just give them a clear number at once."

The comrades of the Huaxinghui were acting quite emotionally. However, Song Jiaoren understood that this was just because everyone was unwilling to make these plans. Every time they made plans practically, the arduous situation they faced made the Huaxinghui feel that life was worse than death. Moreover, among the backbone of the Huaxinghui were some people from the Yuewanghui. They vigorously spread sentiments opposing the People's Party within the Huaxinghui, which was also one of the reasons the Huaxinghui had never attempted cooperation with the People's Party.

"If they really want to cooperate with us, naturally they will cooperate. They will give us what they should. If they don't want to cooperate, they won't give it even if we talk our lips off."

The attitude of the Huaxinghui comrades was actually quite firm, especially after hearing from Hu Hanmin that Chen Ke and Song Jiaoren had fallen out in public; this attitude of the Huaxinghui became even firmer. Revolutionaries were all young people, and young people, well, were always unwilling to show weakness.

"The People's Party won't release the hawk until they see the rabbit. We can't provide any benefits to them right now. I think Mr. Hu is right; we'd better not count on the People's Party."

If it was just discussing the People's Party's attitude, Song Jiaoren could still accept it. But as soon as he heard Hu Hanmin being dragged into it, Song Jiaoren immediately became unhappy. Hu Hanmin had a fierce temperament, in a sense very similar to Sun Yat-sen. Sun Yat-sen wanted to be the President of the Republic, while Hu Hanmin believed himself to be the most revolutionary. This kind of attitude was actually very intolerant of others.

"Gentlemen, since we are here to beg the People's Party, let's genuinely beg and ask for things. Let me just ask one thing: if we had the power the People's Party has now, and the People's Party came begging to our door, would we give them things?"

Everyone was silent for a moment, and finally, someone spoke, "We would give a little, but definitely not too much."

Song Jiaoren scanned the circle of comrades before saying, "Exactly. What we are begging for is just this little bit. At least we hope they give it. Who else can we go to now who would give us weapons and ammunition? The list from just now will do, but write clearly how it will be used. Also, add ammunition for me."

***

Chen Ke was discussing the arrangement of the next steps of work with the Anhui Provincial Committee when Song Jiaoren asked to see Chen Ke. To show sincerity, he also sent in a list. After the comrades of the Anhui Provincial Committee passed the list around, quite a few already revealed sneers.

When the People's Party first started, they didn't have this many weapons and supplies either. The Huaxinghui really had the courage to open their mouths.

"Is Chairman Chen preparing to give or not?" Qi Huishen asked. The quantity didn't need to be considered at all; it was absolutely impossible. The key was whether to give or not.

"With the Huaxinghui making such a fuss in Hunan, adding some variables isn't a bad thing. what does everyone think?" Chen Ke gave his own cold calculation. He had no expectations for the Huaxinghui at all; for the People's Party, the benefit lay solely in the fact that the Huaxinghui could cause trouble for others.

"But how long can the Huaxinghui hold on? Don't let it be that we give things today, and they are finished tomorrow. We can't help but guard against this," Zhang Yu replied.

"They have persisted for so long after all. Now, even if they are at the end of their rope, a broken ship still has three pounds of nails. It's impossible for them to collapse completely all at once. Perhaps this bit of stuff can help them, who knows," Chen Ke replied.

Zhang Yu picked up the list and looked at it again. Including gunpowder and lead shots, many things were written in detail. It seemed they had really put their hearts into it. Most importantly, the Huaxinghui had actually written the general method for how to receive the supplies. That is, letting the People's Party transport them to the border to hand over to the Huaxinghui. It looked somewhat proper.

"Does Chairman Chen really not have any requirements for them?" Zhang Yu asked.

Chen Ke shook his head. When he was young, he read Balzac's books and was deeply impressed by a sentence in *Gobseck*: "I found that every time I tried to lend money to others so they could live a better life, I found that money always pushed those people into the abyss."

Obtaining income through untold hardships, the tangible gain is that bit of property, but the intangible gain is the precious experience obtained after completing the entire process. The People's Party emphasized "having a beginning and an end" the most. It wasn't pursuing some "excellent quality," but that if a person couldn't recognize having a beginning and an end, they simply wouldn't know what to do next time.

Therefore, large-scale aid, if the recipient had absolutely no matching experience, was a kind of poisoning act. Chen Ke still respected Song Jiaoren quite a bit; he didn't want to harm him like this. Facing Zhang Yu's question, Chen Ke replied, "I don't have any requirements for them. Comrade Zhang Yu, you make an aid list."

Zhang Yu would definitely make the aid figures very low; Chen Ke believed this point.
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On March 7, 1911, before Song Jiaoren had even departed, Yuan Shikai's representative, Tang Shaoyi, arrived in Fengtai County.

Tang Shaoyi was Beiyang’s expert negotiator. In 1901, when Yuan Shikai was promoted to Governor-General of Zhili and Minister of Beiyang, he appointed Tang as the Tianjin Customs Tao-tai. During his tenure, Tang managed the takeover of Tianjin’s urban areas occupied by the Eight-Nation Alliance and reclaimed administrative rights for the Qinhuangdao port. His achievements were remarkable, earning him the respect of his colleagues. Yuan Shikai had even petitioned the imperial court, praising Tang’s outstanding performance and ability.

In 1904, the Qing government appointed Tang as the Minister Plenipotentiary to negotiate with British representatives in India regarding the Tibet issue. Tang maintained a firm nationalistic stance, employing flexible diplomatic tactics. He insisted on overturning the so-called "Lhasa Treaty" signed between Britain and the local Tibetan government, thwarting Britain's attempt to separate Tibet from Chinese territory. In April 1906, the "Sino-British Treaty Relating to Tibet" was signed. Although Britain gained the privilege of laying telegraph lines from India to the opened commercial ports in Tibet, it was forced to recognize China's territorial sovereignty over the region.

The vibrant young people of the People's Party left a deep impression on Tang Shaoyi, and Chen Ke's position within the party surprised him even more. As the saying goes, "the bystander sees most clearly." Tang, a negotiation expert, determined that Chen Ke was by no means the "People's Party dictator" rumored in Beiyang. The young cadres of the People's Party showed no signs of blind obedience to Chen Ke. In this regard, they were vastly different from the Qing court and the Beiyang clique.

As for Chen Ke himself, Tang was even more perplexed. The typical bureaucratic air Tang was accustomed to seeing was entirely absent in Chen Ke. This young man was simply there to get things done. He seemed completely unaware of having a status different from anyone else; among that group of youths, everyone appeared exactly where they needed to be to perform their roles. It was as simple as that.

In particular, when he saw an orderly pouring water for Chen Ke and the others, Chen Ke and the People's Party cadres said "thank you" with an expression that was as natural as could be. Tang felt an unprecedented shock. He could see that even if some youths seemed a bit unnatural, it was merely out of an unfamiliarity with being served, nothing more. After saying those two words, "thank you," they completely put the matter of pouring water out of their minds.

Facing such a group of opponents, Tang Shaoyi felt a rare sense of unease.

"This time, I have been entrusted by Lord Yuan to discuss the matter of tax funds with your side," Tang Shaoyi said. Beiyang's finances were indeed unable to withstand the heavy pressure of the Boxer Indemnity. The annual payment amounted to over twenty million taels of silver. Aside from customs revenue, the Qing government had collected the funds by apportioning quotas to each province. For instance, Hunan had been assigned a quota of 700,000 taels.

Since Yuan Shikai’s Beiyang clique had seized central power, it meant they had to take on this debt. In the current national situation, every province was refusing to send money to the central government. Beiyang alone was trying to prop up this house of cards, and its finances were on the verge of collapse. One of the conditions the British were using to squeeze Yuan Shikai was requiring him to pay this money before discussing anything else.

Beiyang wasn't entirely in the dark regarding the base area's finances. They knew the base area was negotiating a fixed trade agreement with the British. The British were demanding an annual trade volume of 100 million pounds sterling. In this era, that was equivalent to 750 million taels of silver. This amount made even the installment interest look small; the principal of the Boxer Indemnity was only 450 million taels—barely more than half of this trade volume. Facing such heavy pressure, Yuan Shikai had no choice but to send Tang Shaoyi to negotiate with the People's Party. Beiyang’s pot was truly about to run dry.

Tang Shaoyi was actually quite reluctant to come to the People's Party. He believed that for the People's Party to have such close commercial ties with the British, they must have sold out significant national interests. Tang had always wanted to reclaim all of China's sovereignty and held "traitors" like the People's Party in low regard. Furthermore, Beiyang and the People's Party were currently in a state of war. Even if there was a secret agreement, if Beiyang came begging to the People's Party, the People's Party would surely demand an extortionate price.

After introducing the difficulties Beiyang was facing, Tang Shaoyi presented Yuan Shikai’s request: "Could the People's Party advance the indemnity payments for the three years from 1909 to 1912?"

"And how do you plan to pay us back?" Chen Ke asked.

Whatever Tang Shaoyi might have expected to hear, nothing could have surprised him more than this sentence. He looked at Chen Ke in astonishment, trying to discern his intent. On the surface, this meant Chen Ke was willing to consider advancing the three years of payments. But this attitude itself was far too abnormal.

Glancing at the young People's Party members in the meeting, none showed any sign of surprise. They were staring at Tang Shaoyi, clearly waiting for his next answer. This was even more unexpected. Had they already guessed the purpose of his visit?

"Chairman Chen, the central treasury is exhausted. The matter of repayment must be proposed by the People's Party. Our side truly has no money to repay," Tang Shaoyi stated his requirement according to Yuan Shikai’s instructions.

"Then I want the Susongtaidao circuit and Shanghai," Chen Ke replied. Although Shanghai contained the concessions, administratively it belonged to the Susongtaidao circuit. This circuit had been formed by merging the Suzhou-Songjiang Grain Storage Circuit and the Songjiang-Taicang Circuit, with the Tao-tai’s yamen still located in Shanghai County. If they could obtain it for just 70 million taels of silver, the People's Party would wake up laughing from their dreams. Wuhan, China's second-ranked industrial and commercial city, was already in their hands; if they could also bring the first-ranked Shanghai region under their control, the People's Party could generate even more revenue. Moreover, the People's Party wouldn't actually give the foreign devils 70 million taels in one go; 9 million pounds wasn't an especially outrageous figure for the current People's Party.

Tang Shaoyi never expected the People's Party to agree so easily, nor did he expect their counter-demand to be so absurd. Beiyang’s Duan Qirui had fought tooth and nail to control Shanghai, and Beiyang would absolutely never give up that cornucopia.

It seemed someone really had leaked the purpose of his trip, Tang thought. Otherwise, how could the People's Party have made this demand without even a moment's consideration? Being a negotiation expert after all, Tang followed up: "Chairman Chen, before this trip, Lord Yuan said that regarding your previous proposal for a wool mill in Zhangjiakou, we can negotiate."

Chen Ke smiled. "Mr. Tang, you've been an official for many years. I imagine you're much more familiar with the situation in the Qing bureaucracy than we are. Putting aside whether we could make money, Zhangjiakou would surely see us as a piece of fat meat; someone would certainly come up to take a few bites out of us. We in the People's Party don't know how to deal with such people, and we hate having to solve those kinds of problems. You are an intelligent man; can you point us toward a bright path? How can we do business properly?"

Tang Shaoyi had never seen such a frank negotiation opponent. Strictly speaking, if the People's Party were to cooperate in Zhangjiakou, there were too many places where Beiyang could squeeze them. Tang himself could not guarantee that the intention to cooperate could be implemented. From the People's Party's perspective, buying land was the only reliable choice. To "cede land for money" within one's own country—Tang found such an outcome completely unacceptable. But Beiyang truly had no money. Tang detested the predatory taxation of the bureaucracy; when the Boxer Indemnity was apportioned to Hebei Province, Zhao Sanduo and Jing Tingbin had launched an uprising with the slogan "Oppose Foreign Levies." Tang, of course, didn't know that the remnants of those uprisings, like Wu Xingchen and Pang Zi, had joined the People's Party. However, he understood the harm of such levies very well; if the central government dared to increase taxes by one tael, by the time it reached the local level after being marked up at every layer, the commoners would have to bear a tenfold burden. In comparison, the People's Party's suggestion was actually the most feasible in theory.

Seeing Tang Shaoyi’s dilemma, Chen Ke smiled. "Mr. Tang, if you're not sure, you might as well send a telegram to Beijing and ask. This is a major matter; there's no rush."

The first meeting ended there.

After the meeting, Zhang Yu couldn't help but laugh. "If Song Jiaoren knew we might actually agree to those 70 million, would he die of anger?"

In the negotiations with Song Jiaoren, the People's Party had determined an aid package worth about 7,000 taels in the base area. Yet in the negotiation with Yuan Shikai, it was suddenly 10,000 times that amount... Several comrades were amused by this wicked joke.

Qi Huishen laughed for a bit before reigning it in. "Will Beiyang agree?"

"It doesn't matter whether they agree or not. The key is ourselves. If we don't have the strength, can we hold onto Shanghai?" Chen Ke smiled.

"Is that land really worth 70 million?" Zhang Yu asked.

"Let's put it this way: putting aside the many factories in Shanghai, just being in Shanghai provides a way to make quite a bit of money. Foreign warships need to dock, especially for repairs—that alone is no small sum. Not to mention that with Shanghai, we'd have the Jiangnan Shipyard. Even if Beiyang strips the machinery, it would still be faster than us rebuilding a shipyard from scratch," Chen Ke laughed.

"But if we start land reform in Shanghai..." Qi Huishen’s family was from Shanghai, and he knew the difficulty well.

"Whether the gentry want to reform or not is their business; whether we can carry out the land reform is ours. There's nothing to fear," Chen Ke said with high spirits. "As long as our own attitude is correct, there are no problems that cannot be solved."

The People's Party worked efficiently; they specifically installed a wired telegraph at Tang Shaoyi’s delegation residence. Tang immediately sent a coded telegram to Yuan Shikai. Yuan Shikai was shocked upon receiving it. It wasn't surprising that the People's Party would open their mouths wide. The problem was that this demand was almost nonsensical. Shanghai was a region Duan Qirui had forcefully intervened in; theoretically, it still belonged to Jiangsu Province, but the garrison was already a mixture of Beiyang troops and local Shanghai forces. For the People's Party to demand Shanghai was equivalent to cutting another piece out of southern Jiangsu. Weakening Wang Youhong’s power didn't mean much, but in the current situation, weakening Wang Youhong meant Yuan Shikai’s declaration of war on Jiangnan. With the National Assembly about to convene, doing this at such a critical juncture was completely unfeasible.

"It seems that bastard Chen Ke really doesn't lack money!" Yuan Shikai said to Yang Du with a face full of fury.

Yang Du, however, was not angry. He had been seeking ways to make China strong—and he wasn't alone; most members of Beiyang, including Yuan Shikai, shared this thought. To them, sixty percent was pure self-interest, while the other forty percent was a mix of private and public interest. If China became strong, they would gain both fame and fortune; that would be a great thing. The rise of the People's Party made Yang Du feel he saw a glimmer of dawn. If a political force established for only five or six years could achieve such a level, Beiyang should have an even more limitless future.

In Yang Du’s view, the problem lay in the People's Party's attitude toward the gentry. Although the People's Party slaughtered gentry and eliminated landlords, the results were remarkable. Beiyang certainly couldn't do the same, but they should be able to restrain the landlords and gentry somewhat. With Beiyang’s vast territory, if they could achieve even half the results of the People's Party, they could become extremely powerful.

Hearing Yuan Shikai’s words, Yang Du said with a conciliatory smile, "Lord Yuan, it's possible the People's Party just wants to become officials in Shanghai."

Yuan Shikai sneered. "Huzhan, why are you speaking such nonsense? Chen Ke has never cared for empty titles. If he did, do you think the Yuewanghui would have been allowed to occupy Anqing during that first battle?"

Beiyang had repeatedly examined the secret of the People's Party's rise. These people were fairly pragmatic; they believed that by the time Beiyang led the three-pronged attack on the People's Party, the situation was already in the People's Party's favor. The only real chance was after the first Anqing campaign; if Beiyang had attacked from three sides then, they could have wiped out those rebels. But at the time, everyone’s attention was on the loud-mouthed Yuewanghui and Guangfuhui; no one imagined the People's Party was the truly major power. Yuan Shikai actually admired Chen Ke's ability to endure. Honestly, even if Yuan Shikai had known that occupying Anqing was a liability, he couldn't have resisted the temptation. Moreover, even if he could have, his subordinates would never have agreed to retreat immediately after putting in all that effort to take the city.

"Then how does Lord Yuan plan to respond to Chen Ke?" Yang Du changed the question.

Yuan Shikai didn't answer. His thoughts jumped in a direction completely unrelated to this practical problem. Provincial autonomy had brought Yuan Shikai immense benefits. It removed the possibility of him being labeled a "rebel" and allowed him to become the substantive leader of the new China. For the foreseeable future, aside from being unable to become Emperor, Yuan Shikai was already the first man of China. Even Chen Ke could not change this trend. However, after the central government lost its power over personnel appointments, it essentially lost control over the provinces—unless those provinces fell into chaos themselves. For instance, in Fujian and Shaanxi, Beiyang had naturally marched in. That was a central government privilege.

But when the central government needed something from the locales, this became impossible to handle. Before the People's Party officially ended its hostility with Yuan Shikai, Yuan could not accept any defeat that would affect the prestige of the Beiyang central government. Once the People's Party officially joined the National Assembly and the four provinces returned to Beiyang’s central leadership, Yuan Shikai would have no reason to send troops into those four provinces. Provincial autonomy had become a constraint on Yuan Shikai, a situation he could not accept.

Had his choice at the time been correct? Yuan Shikai couldn't help but begin to doubt himself.

Seeing Yuan Shikai remain silent for a long time, Yang Du couldn't help but call out softly, "Lord Yuan..."

"Hmm... Tell Tang Shaoyi to inform Chen Ke that Shanghai is Jiangsu’s territory; we cannot break the agreement on provincial autonomy. Chen Ke mentioned doing wool business in Zhangjiakou before; we in Beiyang will absolutely not make things difficult for them. My word is my bond. Ask him if he doesn't trust me. I can sign a decree at that time to not collect a single cent in taxes from the factories the People's Party opens. I, Yuan, still have that much sense of responsibility. Tell him exactly that."

"Oh? Yuan Shikai’s responsibility?" Chen Ke frowned. Strictly speaking, an old-school figure like Yuan Shikai did indeed have a sense of responsibility. Even regarding that business of declaring himself Emperor—Yuan Shikai did it for himself, but he didn't let everything go to ruin; he still abdicated. In the end, he recommended Li Yuanhong to be the next president. One could call Yuan Shikai foolish, muddled, or blinded by interest, but one could not say he wasn't a formidable man.

Chen Ke didn't want to doubt Yuan Shikai’s responsibility; he was questioning Yuan Shikai’s overall execution capability. The base area followed a modern management system; every link had its own regulations. For instance, the base area might give way on iron, steel, synthetic ammonia, and soda ash production to let the third-ranked silk industry take the lead. From mulberry planting to leaf picking, silkworm breeding, rearing, and reeling, every step in that entire process had a set of related systems and regulations.

The problem wasn't really about biting off such a large piece of fat meat, nor was it about whether Yuan Shikai and that group of Beiyang people had a sense of responsibility. Rather, if the entire chain of the wool industry could not be properly supported, Chen Ke wouldn't be able to improve it either. The entire wool industry would fail to develop. And for those things, the sincere cooperation of Beiyang was essential.

Whether those Beiyang people could understand a modern enterprise was the core issue. If they could, Chen Ke was willing to let them share a portion of the profits. It was obviously unreasonable for Beiyang to provide effort without compensation. To be blunt, Chen Ke had no choice but to discuss the base area’s true thoughts with Tang Shaoyi.

In 1874, at the age of twelve, Tang Shaoyi had been selected by the Qing government to study in the United States. He returned in 1881 at the age of nineteen; the era that formed his primary worldview was spent in America. Therefore, he could understand these modern enterprise management and system issues. Upon hearing Chen Ke’s overall plan for the wool industry, Tang was immediately captivated. Modern enterprises and industrial chains were inherently scientific things, involving meticulous management and rational judgment. To Chen Ke, they were merely commonplace things shouted about in countless articles. To Tang Shaoyi, however, it was like opening a door that had never been opened before. How a state could rationally employ administrative and economic means to arrange production and create wealth was something Tang had sought for years without success.

When Chen Ke concluded with, "It’s easy to say but harder than climbing to heaven to do. As long as the government and local forces have the intention to marked-up exploitation at every layer, even the best design is for naught," Tang Shaoyi looked at the man eighteen years his junior with a gaze of reverence. "Chairman Chen, do not say such things. Beiyang is by no means untrustworthy."

Chen Ke smiled. "That's right, Beiyang keeps its word, but its word is built on money and power. I don't quite believe they will fulfill their obligations. To guarantee the basic supply of raw materials, we have to establish collection points in Inner and Outer Mongolia, and we must cooperate effectively with the masses there. Yet currently, Outer Mongolia wants to declare independence. As far as we know, Mr. Cao Kun is leading troops to fight the separatist forces there, with varying degrees of success. Outer Mongolian cavalry often charge into Rehe to fight the Beiyang Army. Mr. Tang, you are a reasonable man; cross your heart and ask yourself: do you dare guarantee that the Beiyang Army will protect us without asking for a single cent?"

Tang Shaoyi smiled bitterly. Chen Ke’s straightforward negotiation style was indeed very commendable, but many times it was truly impossible to parry. The chronic ailments of Beiyang were not something that could be changed with a single sentence.

"If we want to protect ourselves, then we have to form our own army. How far is Zhangjiakou from Beijing? Could Mr. Yuan be at ease with us doing that? The wool business isn't a one-off deal; to make money on a large scale, the risk cannot be too great. If we can't guarantee the safety of the collection points or the stability of raw material quality, tell me, how are we to make money? And these problems don't actually involve Beiyang’s responsibility or word, but rather the fact that Beiyang might not be able to solve them in its current state."

Hearing this, Tang Shaoyi almost forgot his identity and nodded slightly. After just a few nods, however, he realized his loss of composure. Tang regained his serious negotiation expression and said with as much composure as possible, "Please allow me to report this matter to Lord Yuan."

This time, it wasn't just a telegram; Tang Shaoyi sent a long letter back to Yuan Shikai by express courier, detailing the matter of the wool cooperation. After reading the letter, Yuan Shikai flew into a rage instead. "Isn't this nonsense from Chen Wenqing! If I could achieve what he says, would I still need him?"

Ignoring Yuan Shikai’s fury, Yang Du took the letter from him and read it through. Having been with Beiyang for so long, Yang Du already understood why Yuan Shikai was so angry. Chen Ke truly hadn't wronged Beiyang; he had pointed out the core problem: "A total lack of execution capability!"

Beiyang did not lack capable people, but it lacked people willing to work honestly. If there were people willing to honestly build collection points in Mongolia and help the local Mongolian people with production, Yuan Shikai would absolutely entrust them with heavy responsibilities. Such talents were hard to come by. Who would throw a group of such talents into a god-forsaken place like Mongolia?

However, Yang Du didn't care much about this. He smiled and said, "Lord Yuan, if we don't have these people, does Chen Ke?"

"Hmm? What do you mean by that, Huzhan?" Yuan Shikai felt somewhat surprised by this comment.
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"Lord Yuan, as they say, 'the stone from another mountain can polish one's own jade.' The People's Party has risen so rapidly that it must have its strengths. Moreover, I don't see a lack of sincerity in their desire to cooperate. At the very least, they’ve proposed sharing profits with our Beiyang instead of demanding we wait until the loans are repaid to discuss the matter. For our Beiyang, this allows us to observe how the People's Party operates the wool industry, receive a share of the profits, and handle the Boxer Indemnity first. Letting them have their way for a while isn't out of the question." Yang Du had once been responsible for negotiating the wool industry with the People's Party and had held his own thoughts on the matter ever since. However, he knew deep down that he couldn't personally interfere in the seemingly lucrative wool industry. Now that he could once again exert influence, he was quite concerned.

Yuan Shikai remained silent, deep in thought. He didn't actually want to bother with such minor matters; his primary concern was the 70 million taels of silver. Yet the People's Party clearly did not view this as a small matter. Yang Du had previously calculated for Yuan Shikai: if one jin of wool could earn ten copper coins, then ten thousand tons of wool—twenty million jin—would earn 200 million copper coins, which was only 200,000 taels of silver. This was a pittance. Compared to the 70 million taels, it was hardly worth mentioning.

However, if the People's Party took root in Inner Mongolia, uprooting them would be something no amount of money could easily settle. This was a politician's calculation. Yang Du's enthusiasm for new things was diametrically opposed to such cold political logic. But politicians also knew very well that they could do nothing without money. Since the People's Party was willing to pay, Yuan Shikai had no choice but to temporarily accept future difficulties. "Huzhan, have Tang Shaoyi find out exactly what Chen Ke is planning."

"Comrade Zhang Yu, Comrade Qi Huishen, which of you is willing to take charge of the negotiations with Tang Shaoyi?" Chen Ke was also assigning tasks. He couldn't handle every negotiation himself; eventually, a professional diplomatic department would take over.

Zhang Yu and Qi Huishen looked at each other. Zhang Yu said, "I'm not very confident. Perhaps Comrade Qi Huishen should take the lead."

"Why the lack of confidence?" Chen Ke had no intention of letting Zhang Yu off so easily.

"The economic arrangements you’ve proposed are too complex, Chairman Chen. I can't thoroughly research them in the short term." Zhang Yu was very frank.

Hearing this, Qi Huishen added, "Chairman Chen, I can't research them thoroughly in the short term either."

"Very well. Then you two will divide the work and cooperate. First, research this thoroughly. This itself involves the model problem of a complete economic system. Understanding it well will be of great benefit to your work," Chen Ke replied.

Zhang Yu's eyes lit up. "Chairman Chen, do you intend to develop our strength in Mongolia?"

"That depends on how the situation changes. Can we trust what Yuan Shikai says?" Chen Ke did not deny Zhang Yu's point.

"But we aren't familiar with the situation in Mongolia."

"The more we go, the more familiar we'll become. As I've said before, revolution is always bred among the people; it's just a matter of how we find the people's needs. Relying on fantasies will never achieve a revolution."

Chen Ke had said this many times. In the past, Zhang Yu and Qi Huishen would have felt at a loss, but they no longer felt that way. They exchanged a glance, both wondering exactly whom Chen Ke would send to Mongolia.

"Don't worry about that for now. Settle the negotiations first," Chen Ke said.

Tang Shaoyi hadn't expected Chen Ke to pull the trick of "changing generals mid-stream," putting two fellows even younger than Chen Ke in charge. Regarding the payment to the British, the conditions proposed by the People's Party were worth pondering. The People's Party divided the one-year period in the middle of the payment term into two stages. Starting from the second day of the first payment date, during the following six months, the People's Party would judge whether to continue cooperation based on Beiyang's cooperation method. Regardless of the outcome, there would be a four-month negotiation period for both sides. The People's Party would inform the British two months in advance whether they would pay the bill for Beiyang.

Such a principled payment method surprised Tang Shaoyi. The People's Party's seriousness exceeded his imagination. After all, by doing this, Beiyang still had a chance to swindle the People's Party. But that thought quickly vanished. Zhang Yu clearly told Tang Shaoyi that formal negotiations would not begin until the Manchu Qing fell. If the Manchu Qing still existed when this National Assembly session ended, the People's Party would have no choice but to use force to overthrow them. As for borrowing money, that wouldn't even be considered.

"To ensure that the various forces across the country do not misunderstand the People's Party's attitude or think we are just posturing to intimidate them, our People's Party will soon begin a new round of conscription to bring our total strength to over 400,000 men. Please explain this point to Beiyang, Mr. Tang," Qi Huishen said with a smile.

Faced with such a blatant threat, Tang Shaoyi narrowed his eyes slightly. Even without 400,000 troops, the People's Party's current strength of over 100,000 already left the bordering provinces with no ability to resist. If they expanded to 400,000, it meant the People's Party was truly prepared for war. As long as 200,000 troops remained in the four provinces, Beiyang could only hope for self-preservation, let alone attacking the People's Party. As for other provinces, Beiyang would find it impossible to rescue them.

"Don't you think the revolution is being a bit too aggressive?" Tang Shaoyi asked.

"Our Chairman Chen has said: 'A revolution is not a dinner party, or writing an essay, or painting a picture, or doing embroidery; it cannot be so refined, so leisurely and gentle, so temperate, kind, courteous, restrained and magnanimous. A revolution is an insurrection, an act of violence by which one class overthrows another.' Mr. Tang, I don't know how you view the Manchu Qing, but given all the suffering it has caused China, it should have been thrown into the dustbin of history long ago." Zhang Yu's answer was quite elegant yet straightforward.

Tang Shaoyi had heard of the People's Party's negotiation style—rumored to be irreverent and lawless. If he felt he had learned a lot while negotiating with Chen Ke, he truly felt the People's Party's hardline side while negotiating with Zhang Yu and Qi Huishen.

Confronted with such a situation, Tang Shaoyi thought of something completely unrelated to the negotiations. From his careful observation these days, the People's Party's organizational model was quite unique. Chen Ke never "put on airs," which was something Tang had never seen before. Even in his communication with "revolutionary comrades," Chen Ke showed no trace of condescension. Zhang Yu and Qi Huishen likely didn't notice that their attitude toward Chen Ke was not the habitual subservience of a subject to an emperor, nor the "stars following the moon" loyalty Beiyang showed Yuan Shikai. In those cases, the distinction between leader and led was crystal clear.

Between Chen Ke and his subordinates, it felt more like a master and his disciples. Chen Ke attempted to teach his revolutionary comrades everything he knew, and they in turn worked hard to learn everything from him.

To prepare for his negotiations with Chen Ke, Tang Shaoyi had researched him, read his books, and knew that a Nobel Prize carried considerable status and recognition in the scientific community. When a scholar who already far surpassed ordinary men stood above them as a commander, he possessed immense influence. By imparting all his knowledge to his comrades, Chen Ke had gained the transcendent status of a teacher. In Tang Shaoyi's eyes, the People's Party leadership was more like the legendary "Ruler-Teacher Unity" model.

"Ruler-Teacher Unity" (Junshi Yiti) was the organizational model most anticipated by Chinese literati. Rationally, the teacher's morality, knowledge, and discipline, as well as the equality among disciples, were satisfied. Emotionally, the teacher's protection and tolerance for the disciples were also fully met in this model.

Such an opponent was quite difficult to deal with; the methods used in Beiyang were completely inapplicable here. Any internal disagreements within that group of People's Party fellows would succumb to the "Ruler-Teacher Unity" system, while their attitude toward other forces remained completely unified, leaving no opening to exploit.

Thinking of this, Tang Shaoyi didn't want to waste any more words. "Then let us adjourn. I will convey this to Beijing."

Upon seeing the news that "the People's Party will expand its army to 400,000," Yuan Shikai's first feeling was neither fear nor shock, but a sense of bewilderment. Beiyang's current army of 70,000 in six divisions had already brought Beiyang's finances to the brink of collapse. Was the People's Party's 400,000-man army planning to live off the north wind? No matter how he looked at it, the People's Party shouldn't have that much money. That was 400,000 troops! In the Manchu Qing's unfinished—and now impossible to finish—New Army construction plan, the entire national New Army was only 36 divisions, or 450,000 men. The People's Party planned to support 400,000 men with just four provinces. Thus, Yuan Shikai only viewed this as a declaration of intent—an intent to overthrow the Manchu Qing. Nothing more.

Yuan Shikai had long prepared for the People's Party's excuses. If he had previously harbored a shred of doubt about keeping the "Manchu Qing" facade, financial pressure had completely dissipated it. He had raided the Manchu Qing's house, including the Emperor's treasury, obtaining many jewels and curios, but those weren't worth much in hand. The actual gold and silver were relatively limited, and Beiyang's financial crisis had not fundamentally turned around.

"Have Tang Shaoyi formally invite Chen Ke to participate in the National Assembly in May," Yuan Shikai ordered.

"Lord Yuan, is there really no need to care about what the People's Party said?" Yang Du asked.

"There's no need to care about such bluster," Yuan Shikai replied. "Invite the Minister of the Army over."

Yang Du wanted to say more, but seeing that Yuan Shikai had no intention of continuing the discussion, he could only follow the order and invite Wang Shizhen.

After reading the news Tang Shaoyi sent, Wang Shizhen remained silent. Yuan Shikai was somewhat surprised; he had expected Wang Shizhen to also speak of the People's Party's mass conscription.

"Pinqing, I want to ask you: do you think Chen Ke is someone who fishes for fame and reputation?" Yuan Shikai asked. He actually had another evaluation of Chen Ke as being "tender-hearted like a woman," but thinking of Chen Ke's ruthless slaughter of the gentry, Yuan Shikai didn't say it.

In these negotiations, Yuan Shikai naturally couldn't reveal all his thoughts. He had only confirmed one thing: Chen Ke was quite afraid of warlord infighting, which was puzzling. Powerful men in troubled times usually wanted things to be as chaotic as possible. Chen Ke was certainly not someone who couldn't see this; at the very least, in the "Hebei Mounted Bandit Uprising" that helped Yuan Shikai seize central power, Chen Ke had accurately grasped the essence of "chaos." Yet when it came to creating national chaos like "warlord infighting," Chen Ke was even more resolutely opposed than Yuan Shikai.

Regarding this loan, Yuan Shikai was partly forced by circumstance and partly wanted to test Chen Ke's attitude. If Chen Ke truly wanted to create chaos but was just waiting for the right moment, he would have taken the opportunity to mess with Beiyang. But although Chen Ke negotiated in a complex manner, overall, he still wanted to cooperate and do business. Most importantly, he still wanted to lend money to Yuan Shikai.

For a rebel who feared warlord infighting, the only logical explanation Yuan Shikai could find for these various irrational practices and views was that Chen Ke was someone who "fished for fame." This didn't mean Chen Ke was naive, but rather that he was attempting to seize the moral high ground and use it to seize final power. This was a man harboring great malevolence.

Wang Shizhen was in no hurry to answer. Whether Chen Ke fished for fame wasn't important. The true mastermind behind these negotiations was Wang Shizhen. He knew far more about the internal situation than Tang Shaoyi. Regarding the negotiation amount between the People's Party and the British, the 100 million pounds was the British opening their mouths wide; the amount proposed by the People's Party was only 40 million, increasing year by year.

After a long while, Wang Shizhen finally said, "Lord Yuan, as I see it, Chen Ke has a very long-term vision. Fishing for fame is absolutely impossible. If you say he fears chaos, I don't believe it for a second. He is best at profiting from chaos. The more chaotic a place is, the more he is like a fish in water. I just don't know what opportunity he has seen that allows him to be indifferent to all these things. Only the people in the People's Party know what they're considering."

Since Yuan Shikai had seized central power, Wang Shizhen had become increasingly reticent. Yuan Shikai knew Wang Shizhen's character; there was surely something he hadn't said. He pressed, "Pinqing, just speak plainly. What kind of trick do you think Chen Ke is up to?"

Wang Shizhen wasn't entirely sure himself. However, as one of the few sensible people in Beiyang who had little interest in seizing power, he indeed felt a strong sense of unease. "Lord Yuan, the People's Party mentions 'the people' in every breath. They even named themselves the 'People's Party.' I'm afraid they might think 'the hearts of the people' can be used."

"The hearts of the people?" Yuan Shikai was perplexed by the term. As the "People's Butcher" of the late Qing, he had never had any good feelings toward such a thing. Whether it was the gentry or commoners, they only considered themselves and never took national matters to heart. Once such "hearts of the people" were used, the state would only collapse. Thus, Yuan Shikai found such flowery talk laughable—absolutely laughable.

Wang Shizhen didn't find it laughable at all. "Lord Yuan, Chen Ke saved the people from fire and water. The people of the four provinces were saved by him, allowing them to survive. So he has truly used the hearts of the people in those four provinces. I'm afraid he thinks the hearts of the people in other provinces can be used the same way."

"You mean Chen Ke can predict the future 'heavenly timing'?" Yuan Shikai said in a joking tone.

Common folk loved to attribute extraordinary abilities to capable men. Among Chen Ke's actions over the years, there were too many oddities. As time passed and stories spread among the people, they became quite terrifying. Chen Ke had already combined the strengths of a sorcerer, Zhuge Liang, and Gongsun Sheng. Yet only ten years ago, everyone was still following "Elder Brothers" to drink talisman water and draw charms, firmly believing they would be invulnerable. Believing in such things was quite normal. Thanks to the Manchu princes' frantic seizure of *The Life of Cixi*, the story that the Empress Dowager and the Emperor had breathed their last after reading something Chen Ke wrote had become even more miraculous.

Given the status of the Empress Dowager and the Emperor who had ruled for decades, the idea that "Chen Ke could curse the two to death by writing a talisman at will" led the princes to search from house to house for charms. Such events, which the masses delighted in, wrapped Chen Ke in a layer of mystery. And this popular sentiment was also penetrating official circles. Quite a few in Beiyang held a strong wariness of Chen Ke.

Even a sensible man like Yuan Shikai was somewhat worried that Chen Ke could predict the heavenly timing. Otherwise, how could Chen Ke effectively grasp the disasters in various places? Why had he not rebelled elsewhere but gone straight to Fengtai County? Although he joked, Yuan Shikai felt some unease in his heart.

Wang Shizhen spoke honestly. "Lord Yuan, I only have this feeling, and I can roughly determine that Chen Ke is up to some scheme. But as for specifically how he acts, I truly cannot imagine."

Seeing Wang Shizhen say this, Yuan Shikai stopped pressing. He had also spent money to bribe people within the People's Party, but with little success. Not that these people were necessarily loyal, but the gathered intelligence contained many things completely beyond Yuan Shikai's understanding. The demand for "equal land distribution" had been shouted for years, not just by rebels and commoners, but even by literati. As for light labor and low taxes, these had become political positions that ministers treated as political correctness.

If certain slogans could be shouted for thousands of years, it meant those things had not been achieved for thousands of years. What the People's Party couldn't understand was how a group of young greenhorns had implemented all of them in just five or six years. With the capability of Yuan Shikai and the Beiyang clique, they knew very well that killing local tyrants was not the path to such a result, nor could dividing the land achieve such an effect. Exactly how the People's Party had achieved these results left Beiyang utterly bewildered.

Regardless of Chen Ke's schemes, it was impossible to achieve anything without interacting with him. Whether it was false courtesy or genuine sincerity, once the money reached Yuan Shikai's hands, it would solve countless problems. Since Chen Ke was willing to cooperate in this regard, Yuan Shikai decided to see exactly what was behind it.

The next day, Tang Shaoyi received a telegram from Beiyang and reached an agreement with Chen Ke.

The two sides signed a memorandum. The signatories were Tang Shaoyi for Beiyang, and Zhang Yu and Qi Huishen for the People's Party. The memorandum essentially put both sides in a bind; if it were ever leaked, the result would be explosive.

After Tang Shaoyi left, Zhang Yu asked, "Chairman Chen, will Beiyang abide by the agreement?"

"Victory depends on internal factors. External factors merely trigger them. Beiyang will do Beiyang's business, and we will do ours," Chen Ke repeated his old refrain.

"But our base area is already strong enough. These internal factors can overwhelm Beiyang," Zhang Yu said, unimpressed by the answer.

"Strong enough? Haha..." Chen Ke couldn't help but burst into laughter.

Qi Huishen and Zhang Yu looked at each other, finding Chen Ke's reaction quite baffling.

"Strong enough? The masses in our base area barely manage to fill their stomachs with rice, flour, and coarse grains. They can't even change into new clothes more than a few times a year. Without cafeterias, workers in the city would starve on their wages. When everyone goes out, they only have those few sets of work clothes and their old clothes from before. We export so much raw silk, and soon silk fabrics too. But how many of the people in our base area can afford silk clothes on the wages we give them? That's 'strong enough'?" Chen Ke laughed quite happily.

This was indeed the reality of the base area. Never mind the ordinary laborers; even Zhang Yu and Qi Huishen only managed to get enough to eat and had military uniforms to wear. Financially, while they weren't destitute, they had no accumulation.

"If we can say the base area has achieved anything, in terms of life, we can guarantee stable grain prices. In terms of management, we are indeed the first in thousands of years of Chinese history to extend management to the true grassroots. We not only manage the existence of the people but also the social distribution. That is what we have accomplished. As for being strong, talk to me again after thirty years of desperate construction."

When Chen Ke said this, Qi Huishen showed a bitter smile, while Zhang Yu looked as if it were only natural. In terms of the ferocity of the extraction ratio, the People's Party likely ranked first in Chinese history. However, this was also because the People's Party employed more advanced methods. Past governments relied on collecting taxes in kind. The People's Party did not collect goods, but rather labor, and combined this with a new system to achieve the maximum accumulation.

Such a world-shaking social transformation was the glory of the People's Party!
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Ma Qingsheng failed to make it to Jiangxi. He felt a mix of joy and sorrow over this outcome. Upon returning to the countryside, he saw that the returns from farming were much better than before. However, if he left the city to return to the countryside, there were also rumors of an impending wage increase. While caught in this dilemma, March 20, 1911, arrived. The silk reeling factory gathered its cadres for a conscription mobilization meeting.

"Defending the fruits of our revolutionary victory and defending the base area is everyone's obligation. The conscription work is to complete the mobilization of the troops," the factory's Party Secretary said, reading from his notes.

Every Party member and cadre in attendance received a conscription work schedule. As a veteran, Ma Qingsheng's first thought was: *Is war coming?*

Since the end of the Jiangxi campaign, the base area had seen nearly two years without war. For Ma Qingsheng, his time in the military was the greatest change in his life. He had gone from simply following the ranks to survive to learning literacy and warfare in the army, eventually participating in battles and facing a hail of bullets to fight the reactionaries. In those two-plus years, Ma Qingsheng had traveled thousands of *li* by boat and on foot, reaching many distant places he could never have imagined. These concrete experiences made him realize that the world was vast—very vast—and filled with many things he had never seen before.

Looking back now, those two years felt like an instant. Yet the brilliance of that instant had opened Ma Qingsheng's eyes. He suddenly understood why he was unwilling to return to the narrow confines of the countryside. He loved the feeling of being able to see more things; even if he didn't fully understand what the new things were, as long as he could see them constantly appearing, he felt satisfied. Even if it meant facing a hail of bullets and death at any moment, Ma Qingsheng was willing.

"I want to sign up," Ma Qingsheng stood up and said.

"Section Chief Ma, this conscription effort is for new recruits. The organization requires each village to provide recruits, but veterans are not within the scope of this conscription," the Party Secretary said with a smile.

"How many troops are we planning to recruit this time?" Ma Qingsheng asked, unwilling to give up.

"Our Anhui plans to recruit 50,000 new soldiers. The other provinces are similar to us," the Party Secretary replied. In fact, he knew the more detailed figures, but the county Party Committee meeting had requested that the conscription numbers be kept temporary confidential. The entire base area planned to recruit 220,000 men in 1911, which, combined with the existing 180,000 troops, would form a new army of 400,000.

The figure of 50,000 new recruits truly caused a stir among the comrades. Even when the Anhui base area's military strength was at its peak, the total force was only 50,000. After reaching that peak, large numbers of troops had entered other provinces for combat. Currently, fewer than 20,000 troops remained in Anhui. It seemed something truly major was about to happen.

"Comrades, the organizational arrangement is as follows: every village in all of Anhui must provide at least one person. However, the upper limit for conscription is 50,000. We must secure exactly 50,000 new recruits. If the number of volunteers exceeds 50,000, suitable candidates will be selected based on the requirement of at least one quota per village. As you know, some regions are more enthusiastic about military service, willing to defend our current fruits of victory and eager to serve. Other regions are less willing. The reason for this meeting is to prepare everyone psychologically. You all come from various places; if those places need comrades to return and assist with the work, you must go."

Hearing the factory Party Secretary's words, the comrades finally understood the current situation. Someone was about to ask a question when the Secretary continued: "Comrades, from now on, conscription will be an annual event. Each soldier will serve for three years and then be discharged. So this is not a one-time conscription, but rather an annual occurrence."

"Why do we need so many soldiers?" a cadre shouted in surprise. "50,000 men every year—that's 500,000 in ten years."

"Didn't you hear him say three years of service, with discharge after three years?" a cadre with military experience corrected the error.

Seeing the discussion enter the right track, the factory Party Secretary began to write on the blackboard while explaining the military service issue. There was indeed a fundamental difference between those who learned as adults and those who went through a step-by-step schooling process from childhood. If Chen Ke had seen this, he would have lamented that many seemingly nonsensical problems from elementary school were not meaningless. Those problems were never designed out of boredom; they were based on real cases that had stumped many people across a wide range.

For instance, all the Party members and cadres in this conscription meeting had received a mathematical education. Yet calculating exactly how many troops the base area would have in the third year after conscription stumped a whole group of people. This was essentially an addition and subtraction problem with obvious 21st-century elementary school teaching characteristics: service lasts three years, existing troops are 20,000, and 50,000 are recruited every year. How many troops will the base area have in the fourth year?

Forty-some Party members and cadres managed to calculate over a dozen different figures ranging from 70,000 to 300,000. There were as many as eight different calculation methods. Even those using the same method managed to produce different results. Differing understandings of the concept of "discharge" triggered a massive confusion in the calculations.

The factory Party Secretary couldn't help but laugh at the scene. At the county meeting, the performance of nearly a hundred Party Secretaries had been far more chaotic than this. Only by clearly solving this math problem could one profoundly understand the conscription work. "Comrades, I got this problem wrong at first too. Let's discuss together exactly how this problem should be solved."

Not only the Fengtai County Silk Reeling Factory, but all People's Party organizations began to mobilize. As the factory director said, every village and every unit must have military service members. This wasn't just a matter of getting 50,000 soldiers from Anhui; it was a matter of systemic operation. It was also a matter of how the people viewed the state.

Through this "tricky" math problem, Ma Qingsheng finally managed to understand the conscription process. He could remember the solution, but his way of thinking still felt like something was amiss.

"Comrades, conscription involves a question of rights and obligations. It is also about the relationship between military service and the treatment of military dependents," the factory Party Secretary continued.

Upon hearing the treatment for military dependents this time, many veterans felt they had been at a disadvantage when they joined.

"One person serves, and the whole family is tax-exempt?" someone began to exclaim.

"Hey, hey! Military dependents and the 'whole family' are two different things," the Party Secretary immediately corrected.

Even after everyone eventually understood the definition of "immediate family," they still felt the military treatment was a bit too generous. However, Ma Qingsheng finally raised a very practical question: "Secretary, why is the status of a wife higher than that of parents among immediate family members?"

As soon as this question was raised, the comrades' attention immediately shifted in that direction.

"That is because the basic unit of society is the family." Although the factory Party Secretary also had doubts about this, that was indeed how the county had explained and required it.

"Won't people say we've 'forgotten our mothers once we have wives'?" one comrade joked. This immediately triggered a burst of laughter.

The Party Secretary did not laugh. Establishing the concept of the family to dissolve the concept of the clan was also one of the goals of the conscription. The Party Secretary had only learned to read and write under the Party's leadership and naturally knew nothing of the historical policy of "doubling the tax for adults who do not divide their household." However, the Secretary sincerely agreed with the government's idea of "establishing new understandings through this conscription" and could also understand the difficulties involved.

Jokes aside, the Party members and cadres raised issues that seemed to conflict with the current local situation: the concept of the family, that only marriages registered at the government marriage registration office were protected legal marriages, and the corresponding land and tax policies. As they talked, the smiles faded from many faces.

"Is the government's control too strict?" someone muttered softly.

The Party Secretary's heart skipped a beat. This question had already been raised at the county Party Committee meeting. The County Secretary had said this was proposed by Chairman Chen Ke. "Our revolution has reached this stage, and now two lines have appeared. The first is to mobilize the masses: we do what the masses agree to, and if they temporarily disagree, we move slowly. The second is for the government to forcefully manage everything, primarily through administrative regulations, with all mass mobilization serving the purpose of implementing those regulations. The conflict between these two lines will be a major point of contention in our work for a long time. Please be prepared."

The Party Secretary was of political commissar background. From his standpoint, it was also difficult to judge which of the two lines was more reasonable. The mass line was certainly correct. But the commissar felt it was wrong to put the masses on a pedestal and use that to oppose institutional construction. The military was an organization that emphasized rules and discipline above all. The commissar's job was to transform soldiers so they could consciously understand and obey discipline. The purpose of perfecting organizational discipline was not to overthrow it. The commissar would not get that wrong.

Ma Qingsheng had never imagined that one day the Party would find itself in massive confrontation with the masses. The Party had always stood with the masses—how could this be the result? But the fact was plain: if one supported the Party's policies, it would surely contradict many rural traditions. Ma Qingsheng absolutely did not believe the concepts implemented in this conscription would receive full support in the countryside.

"Let's not talk about whether the government manages too much for now. Comrades, tell me: is it right for the government to do this?" the Party Secretary asked.

The laughter from the beginning of the meeting was gone, and no one was willing to easily voice their opinion. After a long silence, the comrade who had said "Is the government's control too strict?" said hesitantly, "Is the scope of 'immediate family' too small? If spouses and parents could both be counted as immediate family, this problem would be easy to solve."

Many comrades immediately nodded in agreement. "Right, it's not quite appropriate to separate parents and wives. Both are dear to us."

The family issue was indeed one of the two major problems of this conscription. There was no ambiguity in the legal definition of "immediate family," because any different interpretation would lead to massive confusion in the subsequent judicial field. The factory Party Secretary noted this down. "Are there any other questions?"

The Party members and cadres looked at each other. The "immediate family" issue was the only one where they couldn't quite accept the current government definition. As for other issues, they couldn't provide any more reasoned rebuttals.

"Then I must emphasize one point to everyone: what do you think is the difference between military dependent treatment and 'payment for one's life'?" the Party Secretary asked. This was another key point of the conscription work. There exists a relationship of rights and obligations between the government and the people, but no commercial relationship. The government's provision is not for 'buying,' and the people's sacrifice is not for 'selling.' This concept must not be mistaken.

As the Party Committee expected, no consensus was reached on rights and obligations even among the Party members and cadres. Most comrades believed the government could indeed have a sort of commercial relationship with the people. Modern social concepts and the prevalent ideas in the base area were in massive conflict.

Every meeting had records and summaries. After being organized, a thick report with quite detailed content was submitted. Xu Dian, currently the Secretary of the Anhui Political and Legal Affairs Commission, strongly demanded the implementation of the legal definition of the "immediate family" concept. Qin Wu'an, the Director of the Finance Department, also supported this concept. If they took on more tax-exempt military dependents, the financial pressure on the base area would be quite heavy.

However, the first thing mentioned in the report was the concept of military dependents; grassroots Party Committees generally requested an expansion of the tax-exempt scope.

Before anyone could launch an attack, Chen Ke took responsibility. "Regarding the issue of tax exemption for military dependents, I didn't consider it thoroughly. It seems the initially proposed plan has problems."

As an old urban otaku from the 21st century, Chen Ke's concept of the family was in profound conflict with this era. Family sizes in the industrialized era were much smaller than in the agricultural era. Most importantly, the masses' understanding of society and government was vastly different from Chen Ke's era. In this regard, Chen Ke was indeed detached from society to a significant degree.

Since Chairman Chen Ke took the initiative to assume responsibility, the comrades didn't press the matter further. Such pursuit was meaningless anyway. From theory to reality, neither Xu Dian nor Qin Wu'an could be said to have any fundamental issues. It was just that their current policies were a bit too radical.

"If we do it this way, the financial pressure will be far too great," Qin Wu'an still held his own view on the matter.

"Even if the pressure is great, we must face reality. We can at least hold out until the summer harvest," Zhang Yu had always been a backbone of the Anhui bureaucratic faction. He was always quite direct in dealing with problems.

Xiao Qiang, the Director of the Agricultural Department, stepped in to smooth things over. "Farms began using synthetic ammonia last year, and from what we see now, the crops in the trial fields are growing very well. Although we don't know the impact on high-quality seeds after large-scale use of synthetic ammonia, there will be no problem making up for this bit of grain."

Xiao Qiang's attempt to play the peacemaker earned him a glare from Zhang Yu. Qi Huishen didn't even give him a glare but said directly, "Comrade Xiao Qiang, this is not a grain problem; it's a conceptual problem."

Seeing someone take it so seriously, Xiao Qiang replied bluntly, "This matter simply cannot be solved right now. Our mass conscription is essentially about pulling people from the countryside—transforming this labor force from an agricultural population into an industrial one. It's only normal that the masses can't understand it. Putting concepts first must be within a suitable range. Not just anyone can popularize a concept."

Qi Huishen did not rebut, nor did he even sigh. The People's Party's recent Party meetings had made the recent work extremely clear. Usually, they say one cannot do two things at once, yet the People's Party was now building new rural relationships while also striving to achieve industrialization at the fastest possible speed. They also had to face complex foreign and domestic situations. If the overall person in charge weren't Chen Ke, Qi Huishen would have long ago had his head muddled by these unprecedented events. Thinking of this, Qi Huishen looked at Chen Ke again. He saw Chen Ke flipping through the thick report with his usual focused attitude. Being able to maintain such focus amidst the comrades' arguments was indeed very rare. Qi Huishen was quite impressed by this.

In fact, Chen Ke had learned this from Chairman Mao. In the past, when he read about Chairman Mao reading in a noisy street, he thought it was a bit pretentious. Later, he discovered it wasn't about being different. Being able to concentrate anytime and anywhere is a skill that needs training. Chairman Mao was simply training himself in this area. Not just to read, but to remember, to think, and to learn to forget, so as not to be misled or blinded by massive amounts of information. This required too much training.

Finishing the report, Chen Ke looked up. "The suggestions from the grassroots comrades are very good, and they have made many predictions for actual implementation. We need to adjust many designs of this conscription work."

"Let's first relax the scope of tax-exempt military dependents," Qin Wu'an said.

"I believe the propaganda regarding rights and obligations must still be carried out," Xu Dian stated.

"Won't the administrative cost be too high?" Zhang Yu raised his own concern. After the People's Party introduced cost accounting, even administrative costs were included. Since the establishment of a bureaucratic system was already inevitable, they might as well make it scientific and standardized.

Qi Huishen immediately retorted, "This isn't just about recruiting 50,000 men. Since conscription is already a full-scale obligatory military service, let's spread it out. These upfront investments simply cannot be avoided."

Hearing this, Chen Ke suddenly wanted to laugh. Like other Chinese youths, he had once held a strong aversion to the national bureaucratic system. Of course, the national bureaucratic system has its own problems that absolutely cannot be ignored, but compared to those who believed the system should be smashed and destroyed entirely, a bureaucratic system was more reliable.

The bureaucratic system after the reform and opening up was unprecedentedly powerful. The lessons of the first thirty years, plus the rectification of the Great Movement, had raised the degree of the system's own rationality to an unprecedented level. And Chen Ke suddenly found that among his important tasks—besides the first stage of building a healthy new countryside and rapidly developing industry—he also faced the task of establishing a brand-new bureaucratic system.

"This work absolutely must be handed over to someone else to handle, or I'll work myself to death." Chen Ke determined a very reasonable course of action.
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"The core point of the Democratic Party's charter is actually just one sentence: we protect the interests of the propertied class," Wang Youhong said loudly, standing on the podium of the Jiangsu Provincial Assembly. "Whether we enact laws, build water conservancy projects, or aid the poor, it all serves a single ultimate purpose: Jiangsu must not descend into chaos. In the current situation, if Jiangsu falls into chaos, major trouble will ensue. We must help each other like people in the same boat to weather this storm together..."

Among the gentry below, some showed expressions of disdain or dissatisfaction, but many more watched Wang Youhong on the podium with gazes of respect and admiration. This man was the protector of Jiangsu, its leader. At a time when the gentry were bewildered and confused, only he had produced a viable plan. Whether they agreed with Wang Youhong's proposal or not, they certainly admitted that he possessed capabilities far exceeding their own.

Wang Youhong paid no mind to the attitudes of the gentry; his speech had reached its final, crucial point. "The Democratic Party I intend to establish is not my personal party. It is currently the party of the propertied class of all Jiangsu, and in the future, it will even be the party of the propertied class of all China. Our slogan is but one..."

Slowly but forcefully, Wang Youhong raised his left hand, drawing the eyes of everyone in the audience. "Propertied class of the world, unite!"

As Wang Youhong forcefully swept down his raised hand to conclude his speech, thunderous applause and cheers erupted among the excited gentry.

Yu Chen sat among the gentry in his military uniform, surrounded by a group of young officers also in uniform. The faces of these young men were filled with intense excitement. Over four months ago, Wang Youhong had begun preparing the Democratic Party. As the controller of Jiangsu's military, he naturally recruited young officers from the army.

The criteria for joining the Democratic Party were simple: first, one had to be a registered property owner; second, one had to pay party dues. These two standards were entirely public. Chinese tradition emphasized keeping one's wealth hidden, and in the turbulent late Qing, very few were willing to do otherwise. And while the party dues were not exorbitant, they still amounted to six silver dollars a year. A common soldier in the Jiangsu New Army earned eight silver dollars a month, while officers' incomes ranged from twelve to twenty. They could afford it.

The Democratic Party's organizational model was relatively loose, but its goal was clear: to actually control the authority of the local assemblies. Jiangsu's electoral system differed from the one proposed by Beiyang, which granted the vote to any male of age; Wang Youhong implemented a citizen system. That is, only citizens had the right to vote, and a citizen had to be a registered property owner.

As for the Democratic Party's administrative program, it focused on suppressing land consolidation, striking at speculation, and implementing social stability policies so that all people in Jiangsu would have clothes to wear and food to eat. In this era of upheaval, this resonated strongly with the desires of the petty bourgeoisie. Compared to the landlords and gentry, self-cultivating farmers and soldiers were more willing to register their property and join the Democratic Party.

Currently underway was the Democratic Party's final preparatory convention. After this meeting, Wang Youhong would lead the Jiangsu National Assembly delegation to Beijing to attend the first formal National Assembly. After finishing his speech, Wang Youhong left the podium and went to the lounge in the back. Unlike his spirited performance on stage, when he sat in the lounge, his face showed true exhaustion.

He knew very well that what he was currently doing had reached its limit. Born into the ranks, he had eventually become a guard for Empress Dowager Cixi, which began his path to prominence. His real grasp of power had relied entirely on learning from the insights of Chen Ke of the People's Party. But this was his limit. Playing the game of officialdom and commanding an army might be within his reach, but deeper political maneuvering was entirely beyond him.

This had become very apparent over the past year or so. Wang Youhong found that he could no longer understand what Chen Ke wrote. It wasn't that he couldn't read the words, but rather that he completely failed to grasp the ultimate purpose of what Chen Ke was expounding, and he couldn't even imagine how to implement the policies Chen Ke proposed. He couldn't even copy and modify them anymore. To outsiders, the formation of the Democratic Party was proof of Wang Youhong reaching a new height. Wang himself, however, knew it was his limit. He couldn't see clearly what the outcome would be; the only certainty was that if he couldn't gather friends under the same banner according to the most basic concept of "who are our friends and who are our enemies," all of Jiangsu would slip from his influence.

Especially the army!

After resting for a while and regaining his spirit, Wang Youhong went back out to continue meeting with those attending the preparatory convention. People from all walks of life were currently gathered under the banner of the Democratic Party, but each had their own stance. Some hoped to gain protection by joining, while others sought to realize their own ambitions or more specific goals.

By evening, the final preparatory meeting of the Democratic Party adjourned. Returning home, Wang Youhong did not rest; his home had become the meeting place. After the servants served him dinner, they began preparing snacks and night meals. Sure enough, not long after Lord Wang reached his study in the back courtyard, more than a dozen people arrived at the back door. They were the activists within the New Army and the true pillars of Wang Youhong's power.

Once the servants withdrew and Wang's personal guards took up positions at the doors and windows, the meeting formally began.

"Lord Wang, how do you plan to handle the Bannermen?" The speaker was the current commander of the New Army, Wu Yida. After the previous commander of the New Army's Ninth Division, Xu Shaozhen, had died at the hands of the People's Party, Wang Youhong's confidant Wu Yida had taken over the Jiangsu New Army.

The attendees watched Wang Youhong with looks of irrepressible excitement. Currently, the Bannermen of Jiangsu were gathered in Nanjing, and their 5,000-man force had once been one of Wang Youhong's main strengths. They had been the primary force for guarding against the People's Party, monitoring revolutionaries within the New Army, and eliminating various rebel parties. But with the situation changing so rapidly, the status of these Bannermen was also shifting fast.

"Currently, the Bannermen are emotionally unstable. They oppose the Republic and intend to cause trouble. Furthermore, ever since they received your permission to engage in commerce and farming, there have been endless incidents of forced buying and selling, swindling, and deception. They have become entirely like black sheep. Brother Yu Chen is in charge of inspections; he knows this best." Wu Yida not only expressed his meaning clearly but also brought in Wang Youhong's favorite young officer, Yu Chen.

Yu Chen knew very well that what Wu Yida said was not the truth. The Bannermen in Jiangsu were not that arrogant now. By this point, aside from shouting that the Great Qing must not fall, only a few extremists were making desperate and laughable plans. But rather than say they were preparing to do something, it would be more accurate to say they were afraid of something happening.

"The New Army is the foundation of Jiangsu. The gentry and commoners see the New Army as the government itself. If the New Army's discipline is corrupt or if it acts lawlessly, how can the gentry and commoners believe that the Jiangsu government is good?" Wang Youhong said.

Wu Yida's face lit up with joy upon hearing this. With a few casual words, Wang Youhong had confirmed one thing: the New Army must undergo a "major rectification." "You are right, my Lord. The New Army must never bring shame upon the government. However, my Lord, I fear those Bannermen will not listen to your advice."

Yu Chen clearly heard the intense murderous intent in those words, but the New Army officers at this meeting were completely unified in their attitude toward the Bannermen: when they needed to be killed, they must be killed. Yu Chen did not believe there was the slightest need for mercy.

"Heaven has the virtue of loving life; let us advise them first. However, in this National Assembly, I fear the national structure will no longer be a constitutional monarchy. With the People's Party stirring things up, other provinces won't dare maintain a constitutional monarchy. Our Jiangsu must not fall into chaos, but I am worried whether the Bannermen can realize this. Everyone, I am going to Beijing for the National Assembly; I leave the affairs of Jiangsu in your hands."

"Rest assured, my Lord. Your subordinates will never allow even the slightest disturbance in Jiangsu," Wu Yida answered decisively.

Such major matters did not need to be spelled out entirely. Wu Yida made his stance clear, and so did Wang Youhong. While they spoke of maintaining public order, they were actually deciding the fate of the Bannermen. The meeting then moved on to the reorganization of the troops based on the military academies. Wang Youhong's military was actually divided into two branches: one was the New Army, capable of going out to fight, and the other was the tax police who collected revenue. In terms of combat effectiveness, the New Army was naturally superior to the tax police. But in terms of intimacy, the tax police were clearly more important than the New Army.

Wu Yida expressed his hope to formally separate the New Army from the tax police, and Wang Youhong surprisingly agreed wholeheartedly. "Separation of duties is an inevitable path. Look at Beiyang's establishment of the police system; it's received praise throughout the north. I think we should not only establish the tax police but also build up the police system. Commander Wu, you must handle this well."

What the New Army wanted most was control over all armed forces. If they could control both the tax police and the civil police, the New Army would become an even more pivotal force in Jiangsu. Those at the meeting were all Wang Youhong's confidants, and they seemed to see a limitless bright future. Although Wu Yida tried his best to hide it, the smile on his face could not be suppressed.

"Yu Chen, you are responsible for military discipline and the security within Nanjing. Do you have any thoughts on the police?" Wang Youhong asked.

Wu Yida glanced at Yu Chen with a look of jealousy. Yu Chen was a graduate of the Imperial Japanese Army Academy and had become an officer upon returning to Nanjing. However, this youth had a strange temperament and a reputation for seeking fame. When the previous commander, Xu Shaozhen, was in charge, he had enforced military discipline strictly, and Yu Chen had served as an inspector within the New Army, offending many people.

After Xu Shaozhen died in battle and Wang Youhong seized the New Army through bribery, the men in the ranks thought they could finally indulge themselves. Unexpectedly, Yu Chen refused to change his ways, acting exactly as before. This made him a thorn in the side of many. Someone had likely schemed against him, sending him word when the tax police went to the pleasure quarters for entertainment, which resulted in a brawl between the two sides.

According to the rules of officialdom, before hitting a dog, one must look at the master. The tax police were Wang Youhong's confidants; what right did Yu Chen of the New Army have to intervene? The head of the tax police had shouted about killing Yu Chen to establish his authority. Unexpectedly, after Wang Youhong learned of the incident, he personally received Yu Chen, praised him highly, and invited him to dinner several times. At this, the men in the New Army and tax police couldn't help but marvel at Yu Chen's luck.

Now hearing Wang Youhong mention wanting Yu Chen to lead the police department, Wu Yida couldn't help but feel jealous.

"Lord Wang, the police handle civil affairs and maintain order in the marketplace; this is no small matter. In my view, the military and civilians should be separated. Including the tax police, once jurisdictions begin to interfere with each other, there will be endless trouble," Yu Chen replied.

Wang Youhong nodded. "This is indeed troublesome. Sike, I am leaving for Beijing soon. Don't leave tonight; we will discuss this in a moment."

All the New Army officers showed intense jealousy. Others used connections and paths just to get a moment of Wang Youhong's appreciation. Yet Yu Chen, a man seeking fame, actually received such favor; it truly was unjust! But they didn't dare say this to his face. After a few more words and Wang Youhong's instructions to Wu Yida to prepare quickly—Wu knew he meant the Bannermen, no easy task—Wu set aside his thoughts on Yu Chen for now. Seeing there was nothing else, he and the other officers rose to take their leave.

Once the others had left and it was quiet outside, Wang Youhong didn't mention the police. He asked instead, "Sike, what are your thoughts on the formation of the party?"

Yu Chen showed no surprise. He replied, "Lord Wang, shall the propertied class be divided by status?"

"How could they be? Propertied is propertied; there can be no division of status," Wang Youhong replied.

Hearing this, a light appeared in Yu Chen's eyes. "Lord Wang, if there is no division of status, then talent and virtue should be the criteria for selection. The Democratic Party's system must be taken seriously."

Wang Youhong smiled. "Sike, I know you are an upright man who cannot tolerate evil. But in my position, I cannot help but tolerate it. There are many things I am even powerless to change. In this regard, without the help of young men like you, selecting based on talent and virtue would be extremely difficult."

"Please rest assured, my Lord!" Yu Chen's tone was firm. "There are many youths in the New Army who see it as their mission to clarify the world, and everyone detests those who act lawlessly. Since you are forming a party, we are willing to follow your lead."

Wang Youhong laughed. "I trust you, Sike."

After Wang Youhong led the Jiangsu delegation to Beijing, the Nanjing area became "tense inside but relaxed outside." After all, Jiangsu bordered Anhui, and with the People's Party nearby and Wang Youhong and the others absent, it was impossible not to be afraid. Controls on the streets tightened, and orders were issued in the military camps: no one was to leave without military orders.

The Bannermen were not particularly sensitive to this. They had once been Wang Youhong's confidants, so they assumed these measures were merely for alert. They were not very clear on the changes in Wang Youhong. Furthermore, all their attention was focused on the National Assembly being held in Beijing, causing them to forget what was right in front of them.

After the Qing troops entered the pass, the Bannermen were distributed across the country. In important military garrisons, Eight Banner soldiers were stationed to guard them. According to Dai Yinghua's research, Nanjing had always been a major stronghold in southeast China, located at a strategic hub of land and water transport. In the second year of Shunzhi (1645), the Qing court established the Jiangning Garrison Banner Camp there. After the eighteenth year of Shunzhi (1661), its overall setup gradually emphasized the east, becoming the military center of eastern China and eventually developing into a major garrison in southeast China during the Qing Dynasty.

Although the number of troops in the Jiangning Banner Garrison changed several times, it remained largely stable for most of the Qing Dynasty. The Jiangning Garrison was set with 4,000 regular mounted soldiers, divided into eight banners, with seven subdivisions per banner. Along with the families the soldiers brought, the Banner people gradually developed into a significant and unique social group in the area.

By the late Qing, each banner had only three subdivisions, and the total number of garrison soldiers was around six or seven thousand. According to the usual calculation of five persons per soldier, the total number of Bannermen in Nanjing at the time should have been between 30,000 and 40,000.

The Banner land was also widely distributed. According to the original system, the place where the Banner troops were stationed was the Banner land. The Jiangning Garrison Banner land mainly included two parts: inside and outside the city. Inside the city, there were five locations: inside the Imperial City, Wangfu Garden, the North City, Yedong, and Yexi. Outside the city, there were six: the Great Training Ground, the Small Training Ground, Guandaxu, the Left Wing, the Right Wing, and Taiping Gate. In addition, the Jiangning Garrison owned horse grazing grounds such as Bagua Island and Wanchun Lake.

Before Wang Youhong departed, the leading figures of the Jiangning Camp and the local Bannermen sought him out to sound out his attitude. Wang's answer was very straightforward: "I was born a guard of the Empress Dowager; loyalty to the monarch is my duty. However, I am not the only one with a say in this National Assembly. The hundreds of members all have different ideas. I wish to be loyal, but I cannot control the thoughts of the other members."

This was the truth, and the Bannermen had no choice. They couldn't even grasp the attitude of the other Jiangsu delegates, let alone the National Assembly in Beijing. Some delegates spoke evasively, while others simply refused to see the Bannermen when they visited. The Bannermen were accustomed to being arrogant; in the past, they likely would have caused a huge scene. But the lesson of Fujian was not far off. Governor-General Matsuju and General Pusuju had made preparations for over a year, even forming a "Han-Killing Corps" to try to control the situation in Fujian. As a result, when the revolutionary party rose up, Matsuju committed suicide, and after Pusuju was defeated and captured, the revolutionaries cut him into pieces and threw his corpse on a mountain. The Bannermen of Fujian were slaughtered to a man. Knowing this, Bannermen all over the country were in a state of panic.

Now, although Wang Youhong repeatedly stated that he would not allow the New Army to kill one another and there was no strong anti-Bannerman sentiment in Jiangsu, those Bannermen no longer dared to be as arrogant as before.

Wu Yida understood this well. Using the excuse of guarding against the People's Party, he rectified military discipline on one hand and ordered each camp to reorganize military affairs and intensify training on the other. No one was allowed to leave their camp without permission. These orders were entirely public, with notices posted by the Military Law Department led by Yu Chen. Merchants everywhere, upon hearing the news, immediately went to the camps to collect their debts. This rectification would not be short, and if war broke out, who knew when they could get their money back? The merchants dared not bear such a loss.

Other camps were under the jurisdiction of the Military Law Department, so the soldiers didn't dare default. However, the Banner camps usually had many debts; though they didn't dare be arrogant anymore, they truly had no cash to repay. And while they didn't dare be arrogant outside the camp, inside the camp, the soldiers were the masters. Merchants who went to collect debts either returned empty-handed or were even beaten. The news that the Bannermen had money but refused to repay was immediately spread throughout Nanjing through various channels.

After Wang Youhong arrived in Beijing on April 19, 1911, he learned of this through the newspapers. Newspapers in Nanjing, Shanghai, and Beijing all mentioned it. Negative news about Bannermen, not just in Nanjing but in various places, occupied a huge amount of space in the papers. Wang Youhong said nothing on the matter. Since he had given many southern governors and generals suggestions on how to control the New Army, and they also intended to huddle together for warmth, he was busy attending various banquets after arriving in Beijing. He simply had no time.

It wasn't until April 24, when the three representatives of the People's Party observation mission arrived in Beijing, that the various negative news about the Bannermen finally yielded space on the front pages.
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The three representatives of the People's Party were the same as last time: Yan Fu, Feng Xu, and Shang Yuan. All three had once held office under the Manchu Qing. Most newspapers had opened special columns for them, recounting their histories. Yan Fu and Feng Xu were easy enough to talk about; they had long been major figures known for their stability. Shang Yuan, however, had once been an obscure junior scholar (Juren) and was now the Provincial Party Secretary of the People's Party's Huaihai Province. In terms of status alone, he was on par with a provincial governor—a true nouveau riche of the revolution.

The Shang family was also a prominent local clan in Shangqiu, with members serving as officials both locally and in the imperial court. Last time, Yuan Shikai had just seized the central government, and the situation was unclear. This time, except for a few who couldn't see the writing on the wall, all officials knew that the end of the Manchu Qing was imminent. Shang Yuan's father sent a servant to the People's Party's station to deliver several sets of clothes and five hundred taels of silver to his son. This was a direct manifestation of the current situation; one must know that the father and son had had no contact for five years.

"I can even make a small fortune just by attending a meeting," Shang Yuan joked. From Chen Ke down to the grassroots members, after several years of revolution, no one in the People's Party had enriched themselves through it. Furthermore, the People's Party was in the early stages of implementing a property disclosure system for cadres; officials at the level of county magistrate or county party secretary and above had to disclose their family finances. For instance, Chen Ke's family was once again leading the pack in the base areas; the five thousand taels of silver sent by his father-in-law, He Ruming, had made Chen Ke's household the wealthiest in the People's Party. But no one gossiped; Chen Ke himself had made immense contributions to the revolution, not just in founding and commanding it, but also in terms of finances—all the money he earned domestically and abroad had been put into the Party's cause. This was the true startup capital of the People's Party. Yan Fu's family, due to some farmland and real estate in other regions, was the second wealthiest. Now that Shang Yuan had received money from his father, he had a strong chance of surpassing Yan Fu.

These high-ranking People's Party cadres were insensitive to money. Millions of taels had passed through their hands, and their backgrounds were not humble. If they truly wanted to accumulate wealth "reasonably," it would be an easy feat. Everyone just listened to Shang Yuan's joke and moved on.

"Does everyone think the first article of the constitution will be discussed first?" Feng Xu asked. The first article of the constitution would determine the national system (Guoti). Without this article, all subsequent content could not proceed. The only thing the People's Party representatives wanted to confirm was this single article.

"I assume Yuan Shikai won't be foolish, as for the other provinces... our troops are prepared," Yan Fu replied. Chen Ke had made it clear: whichever province dared to publicly declare support for the continued existence of the Manchu Qing, the People's Party would send troops there. The reason would be their support for the Qing. Although this decision hadn't been made public, it was assumed the provinces understood.

"But once the Manchu Qing falls, will China truly be at peace?" Feng Xu couldn't help but ask.

Yan Fu and Shang Yuan looked at each other, both showing somewhat helpless smiles. Yan Fu replied, "Wenqing loves peace. It's just that his way of loving peace seems a bit difficult for others to accept."

Feng Xu was not a high-ranking cadre of the People's Party, so he naturally had no way of knowing their plans. However, just by seeing how Chen Ke had eliminated Cixi and Guangxu using *The Life of Cixi*, Feng Xu thoroughly understood the extreme correctness of the saying, "Since ancient times, heroes have never been of a kind sort." That such a young man could construct systems, train armies, and even manipulate human hearts—how powerful the dark side within him must be, Feng Xu no longer wished to discuss.

For Feng Xu, who was already 70 years old this year by traditional counting, whether there was peace or not was no longer important. China's situation would definitely not stop here. Even if the People's Party had no other intentions, Beiyang would not allow China to simply remain as it was. Where exactly Chen Ke intended to lead China, and what lay at the end of that road—that was what Feng Xu wanted to see.

The first formal National Assembly convened on April 28, 1911. Starting from the 26th, the entire city of Beijing was under martial law. Yuan Shikai had ordered Beiyang to maintain full martial law until the final result of the first article of the constitution was out. This was a necessary preventive measure; the first article involved too much, and Yuan Shikai could not afford any mistakes.

Yang Du had a relatively straightforward personality, and he was quite clear about the current situation. It would be incredibly easy for Yuan Shikai to simply push things through, but Yuan Shikai didn't want to leave a reputation as a rebel, so the voting had to be done beautifully. Yang Du was responsible for scouting the situation in various provinces. However, Yang Du's teacher, Wang Kaiyun, stopped him from doing so.

Wang Kaiyun was a famous scholar from Hunan, born in the thirteenth year of Daoguang (1833). Orphaned young, he was raised by his uncle. He was dull-witted as a child but studious. He famously said, "What I study in the morning, I do not eat until I can recite it; what I recite in the evening, I do not sleep until I understand it." He studied the classics, history, and the works of a hundred schools daily. He could write well by age nine. As he grew older, he studied at the Chengnan Academy in Changsha. He was lofty in character and did not pursue profit. Under Yang Du's strong recommendation and mediation, this old gentleman was now serving as the Director of the Preparatory National Library of China. Yuan Shikai knew of Wang Kaiyun's character. The problem the National Library was currently facing was that some unscrupulous literati, in an attempt to appear cultured, were stealing books from the collection gathered by Beiyang. They didn't really want money; it was just that "eccentric" and bastardly hobby of literati. Wang Kaiyun had great fame, seniority, and status; with him presiding, he could effectively suppress the situation.

The Directorship of the National Library of China was a prestigious position among the literati. Although Wang Kaiyun knew how much of a role his disciple Yang Du had played, he had never had any private dealings with him. Upon learning that Yang Du was acting as a scout and lobbyist, Wang Kaiyun finally stepped forward.

"Huzhan, you foolish child! What use is it for you to go scouting and lobbying now?" Wang Kaiyun asked Yang Du bluntly upon meeting him. Although he was a scholar, without a deep understanding of the world, Wang Kaiyun would never have been able to deal with those book thieves.

Criticized by his teacher, Yang Du didn't understand the key point. "Teacher, such matters must be handled with a two-pronged approach."

"Inside there is Lord Yuan, outside there is Chen Ke. What kind of hero are you trying to be?" Wang Kaiyun was almost in despair over his silly disciple. "The provinces will either listen to Lord Yuan or fear Chen Ke starting a war. The current plan is just about who speaks first. The National Assembly has rules on who speaks first; this isn't something you can avoid just because you want to. Stop being a jumping-clown."

Rebuked by his teacher, Yang Du also had a sudden realization. Under his teacher's guidance, he continued his visits, but when he went, he simply listened to what the provincial representatives had to say and said nothing himself. The provincial representatives were all shrewd; as long as Yang Du visited, everyone knew what was going on. There was no need to say anything useless.

At nine o'clock on the morning of April 28, the first formal National Assembly of the Manchu Qing officially convened. Learning from the lesson of the last assembly, the People's Party representatives entered only after the other representatives had performed their kowtows. Yuan Shikai didn't waste words either. After taking the stage, he immediately stated that the type of political system China should implement needed to be decided by a vote of the provincial representatives. The voting would be anonymous. First, the representatives would write down their proposed national system. The assembly would publicly record all various systems, then vote on the top five, selecting three. Finally, another vote would determine the ultimate national system.

The assembly members had thought Yuan Shikai would make them choose between a republic under a system of provincial autonomy or a constitutional monarchy. They hadn't expected Yuan Shikai to make it look quite democratic. The perception of Yuan Shikai among many representatives immediately underwent a significant change.

The People's Party representatives looked at each other. Feng Xu frowned slightly; he also hadn't expected things to develop this way. Shang Yuan, however, nodded slightly. Chen Ke had once said, "The leadership of the People's Party only has their own single vote in a meeting. But the only thing that can be called a privilege is that they can, to a large extent, decide what is discussed and what is not."

The discussion model proposed by Yuan Shikai seemed complex but was actually quite simple. Aside from the first round of counting votes, which required reading out the ballots of five hundred people and would take a long time, the subsequent voting would be very fast.

The first round of counting votes was truly "joyful." The assembly members under Beiyang were basically required to support a presidential system under provincial autonomy. However, this option only needed to rank in the top five in the first round.

"Absolute monarchy!"

"A republic where the president's words and deeds are regarded as laws that must be executed."

"A republic where each province is fully autonomous and major affairs rely on assembly discussions."

"The enfeoffment system."

"Ooh!" A burst of noise already erupted from below.

The vote counters loudly read out the various political structures proposed by the members. Many had expected a one-sided situation, but it didn't appear at all. The clerks also honestly used chalk to write these contents on a large blackboard. Because there were too many proposals, one blackboard wasn't enough, so another was brought in. By the four hundredth vote, even the second blackboard wasn't enough, and a third was brought in.

The assembly members from provinces outside Beiyang were stunned. Under pressure, most of them had honestly filled in the presidential system under provincial autonomy. Looking at the current situation, what would have happened if they had just written whatever they wanted? Since they couldn't change the big picture, wouldn't it have been better to just speak their minds?

However, some political systems were extremely excessive. For instance, after a system where the head of state, assembly members, and all officials must be from Sichuan was read out by a frowning vote counter, all assembly members glared angrily at the Sichuan representatives.

The Sichuan delegation also looked at each other in bewilderment. This joke was going too far; one could even say it was an extremely excessive prank. An impatient Sichuan member stood up and shouted, "Dammit! This was definitely not written by us Sichuan members. The voting is anonymous; who knows who wrote this? Which son of a bitch wrote this? If you're a hero, stand up! Don't be a coward here!"

Naturally, no one stood up to admit they had done it. A low ripple of laughter sounded in the hall. This further provoked the Sichuan member, who cursed several more times in Sichuan dialect. Consequently, the figures of police appeared at the edge of the hall. In the last assembly, because the members wanted to cause trouble, the police responsible for order had forcibly intervened to suppress them. Everyone remembered this clearly. Seeing that the police were about to act again, the Sichuan members nearby quickly dragged the impatient representative back to his seat.

Some of the more mature and steady figures in the assembly had already begun to frown. Although they didn't like Yuan Shikai's dictatorship, they didn't have much of a favorable impression of the assembly either. Such a prank was truly too much.

After a morning of vote counting, the top five political system choices were selected. Maintaining the current presidential system under provincial autonomy, constitutional monarchy, and absolute monarchy were the top three. A provincial federal republic and a universal parliamentary system followed closely behind. The unreliable options were eliminated.

"I didn't expect it to be so serious," Feng Xu was quite surprised by this first National Assembly election. The basic tone had long been set, and Feng Xu had originally thought it was just a formality. Now it seemed the members truly wanted to speak seriously on national affairs. While chaos was one aspect of the situation, order was the mainstream.

"It seems we won't have to fight a war. No one wants to fight," Yan Fu also said.

"What decides the victory or defeat of a struggle are internal factors," Shang Yuan offered a view that was perhaps too much in the style of the People's Party. In reality, the victory or defeat of this struggle had long been decided; the only thing to be determined now was the issue of interests shared by various forces in this great upheaval. "Instead of calling the assembly a place to discuss problems, it's more like a place to divide the spoils."

Hearing Shang Yuan's assessment, Yan Fu and Feng Xu could only shake their heads with a bitter smile. For the two of them, a strange feeling suddenly arose in their hearts. The People's Party had been fighting continuously for the day when the Manchu Qing would be completely overthrown, yet now that this day had truly arrived, it brought a sense of inexplicable melancholy. Just a few hundred people going through the motions like a game of house, and everything was decided. Behind this, the struggle of over a hundred thousand People's Party members and the army, and the efforts of tens of millions of people in the base areas, showed no trace. What was the point of all this? The more they thought this way, the more melancholy they felt. Consequently, they didn't even want to speak anymore.

During lunch, the provincial representatives seemed to be infected by Yan Fu and Feng Xu's mood. They weren't as enthusiastically networking as last time; everyone was silent. The expressions on many people's faces were those of worrying about gains and losses. After all, up until now, everyone's lives had been spent under the rule of the Manchu Qing. Once the Manchu Qing was destroyed, what kind of future awaited them? No one could imagine it.

The afternoon voting was even faster. From two o'clock until seven in the evening, two rounds of voting were completed. Ultimately, the long-determined result—the "presidential system under provincial autonomy"—became the new national system. The assembly members had personally written the fate of the Manchu Qing's downfall.

Yuan Shikai walked onto the podium with a cold and stern expression. This was the result he sought, but when the day truly arrived, even this owl-like hero felt immense pressure. "Everyone, since the assembly has made its decision, I shall enter the palace tonight to convey this matter to the Empress Dowager and the Emperor. From now on, the National Assembly is temporarily adjourned for three days to await news from the palace."

After Yuan Shikai finished speaking, not a single person in the assembly spoke. The weight of the change in fate pressed down on everyone, making them unable to move. Some were lost, some were fearful, and some looked left and right, hoping to see something from others. But everyone was somewhat at a loss.

It wasn't until the three People's Party representatives stood up with cold expressions and walked out of the assembly hall without a word, their footsteps echoing as they grew more distant, that an assembly member suddenly broke into loud wailing. That was a member "loyal" to the Manchu Qing. With someone leading the way, the sound of wailing immediately followed. This was a mourning for the Manchu Qing, even though the mourners themselves had personally pronounced the Qing's death.

Yuan Shikai's final forced abdication was entirely a formality. The Manchu Qing imperial family no longer possessed even a shred of power. Yuan Shikai simply signed the preferential treatment conditions in his capacity as the Vice Premier of the Cabinet. These conditions consisted of three parts.

The first part, "Conditions for the Preferential Treatment of the Great Qing Emperor After His Abdication," had 8 articles: (1) The title of the Qing Emperor shall remain and not be abolished, and the Republic of China shall treat him with the etiquette accorded to foreign monarchs; (2) The Qing Emperor's annual expenses of 4 million taels shall be allocated by the Republican government; (3) The Qing Emperor shall temporarily reside in the palace and later move to the Summer Palace, with the guards and others remaining as usual; (4) The Qing Emperor's ancestral temples and tombs shall be worshipped forever, and the Republican government shall appropriately establish guards to protect them; (5) The Guangxu Emperor's tomb shall be completed according to regulations, with the Republican government paying the actual expenses; (6) All attendants in the palace may remain as usual, but no more eunuchs shall be recruited; (7) The private property of the Qing Emperor shall be specially protected by the Republican government; (8) The original Imperial Guard shall be incorporated into the Ministry of War of the Republic of China, with its numbers and stipends remaining as before.

The second part, "Conditions for the Treatment of the Qing Imperial Clan," had 4 articles: (1) The titles of nobility shall remain as before; (2) The imperial clan shall have equal rights with the citizens; (3) The private property of the imperial clan shall be protected; (4) The imperial clan shall be exempt from military service.

The third part, "Conditions for the Treatment of the Manchu, Mongol, Hui, and Tibetan Ethnic Groups," had 7 articles: (1) They shall be equal with the Han people; (2) Their private property shall be protected; (3) The titles of nobility shall remain as before; (4) The Republican government shall provide for the livelihoods of those nobles whose lives are too difficult; (5) The livelihoods of the Eight Banners shall be arranged first, and before they are settled, their stipends shall continue to be paid as before; (6) Previous restrictions on business and residence shall be abolished, and they may freely register their households in various counties; (7) They shall have the freedom of belief in their original religions.

The end of the Qing Dynasty, which had been discussed intermittently since the Opium War, had truly arrived. April 28, 1911, was the last day of the Qing Dynasty.

Empress Dowager Longyu, together with the five-year-old Xuantong Emperor Puyi, issued the abdication edict in the Palace of Heavenly Purity. Yuan Shikai, who had most directly brought about the end of the Qing Dynasty, was unwilling to attend this "funeral." Minister of Foreign Affairs Hu Weide attended in his place.

Hu Weide led thirteen cabinet ministers lined up in a row. When the ashen-faced Longyu emerged with the ignorant and innocent little Emperor Puyi, the ministers did not kowtow but instead bowed three times in unison to Longyu and Puyi. This had been agreed upon beforehand; the Empress Dowager, who would become a commoner in a few minutes, no longer wished to continue her former majesty, even for the last time.

Yuan Shikai had also played a small trick: he signed the preferential treatment conditions as the Vice Premier of the Manchu Qing Cabinet, but these conditions had to be approved by the National Assembly to take effect. This was a very poisonous tactic. However, Empress Dowager Longyu heard Yuan Shikai's guarantee that he would definitely see the preferential treatment conditions through. Consequently, without any legal protection, the Manchu Qing came to an end.

On May 1, 1911, the Ministry of Foreign Affairs of Yuan Shikai cut off their queues.
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Chapter 105: The Xinhai Upheaval (Part 3)

"With the Qing fallen, war should be temporarily avoided, shouldn't it?" Feng Xu remarked. Though the old man was seventy by traditional reckoning, his spirit remained robust. The People's Party delegation was currently staying at the former Prince Yi Mansion; after the entire household of Prince Yi had been executed, the residence had sat vacant. It was now May 7, 1911. Outside, the early summer weather was pleasant and sunny, yet the large-scale martial law covering Beijing had not been lifted. Ever since the Qing abdication edict was issued, the People's Party delegation had been confined to the mansion, prevented from leaving. With the fall of the Manchu Qing, the agreement previously reached between Yuan Shikai and Chen Ke had essentially reached its end. For Yuan Shikai, the fewer complications the better; he had no desire for any new variables to emerge from the National Assembly. Since the People's Party did not wish to expose its intelligence network in Beijing, the delegation truly received no news from the outside world. This gave everyone time for some idle chatter.

"We can't let Yuan Shikai be the only one happy. I think in the future, we should establish the People's Party's liaison station right here in the Prince Yi Mansion. What do you all think?" Shang Yuan said with a smile. The People's Party's Shandong troops had played a major role in eliminating Prince Yi's family, and Shang Yuan skillfully sidestepped Feng Xu's question.

"Before I came, Wenqing mentioned that the honeycomb coal factory he once started in Beijing must be reclaimed from Yuan Shikai. We can't let Beiyang have it for free," Yan Fu added jokingly.

"Gentlemen, what exactly do you mean by this?" Feng Xu had been with the People's Party for several years, and much of his original bureaucratic air had faded. Hearing the two speak this way, he didn't bother guessing but instead raised a blunt question.

Seeing that Feng Xu was genuinely becoming anxious, Yan Fu smiled and said, "Brother Feng, revolution is the process of eliminating the most backward elements one by one. The Manchu Qing was the most decadent and backward entity of this era. After we've dealt with the Qing, we must continue to eliminate whoever is currently the most decadent and backward. Revolution has no end."

Hearing this discourse, Feng Xu sighed softly. He didn't want to oppose this logic, but the People's Party's attitude was indeed difficult for many to accept. The issue was that Feng Xu was far from having the status or opportunity to intervene in the People's Party's high-level affairs. "Who is the next enemy?" Feng Xu asked.

"In the next stage, whoever attempts to attach themselves to the Western imperialist powers is our enemy," Shang Yuan replied cleanly and decisively.

This answer was filled with both moral righteousness and pragmatic reality. One moment Feng Xu had been worried that the People's Party might adopt some overly radical policies; after hearing Shang Yuan's response, he turned to praise them instead. "Well said! That is exactly how it should be!"

"Who are our friends and who are our enemies—Wenqing has never been wrong about that so far," Yan Fu also smiled. Grasping the strategic direction was the realm of the strategist, and no one within the People's Party questioned Chen Ke's position as their premier strategist.

Stimulated by this brand-new strategic direction, Feng Xu became somewhat excited. "Then who would collude with the Western powers?"

"Listen to their words and observe their deeds," Shang Yuan laughed. Just then, someone came from outside to announce that Yuan Shikai had sent someone to invite the People's Party to attend tomorrow's National Assembly session.

On May 8, 1911, after several days of deliberation and discussion, the national title for China after the fall of the Manchu Qing was determined to be the Republic of China (Zhonghua Gongheguo). Yuan Shikai was formally elected as the first President of the Republic of China. Yuan immediately appointed his old partner, Prince Qing Yikuang, as Premier, and Xu Shichang as Vice Premier. Yikuang was already 73 years old this year; this appointment was purely to reward his old partner's contributions. The Republic operated under a presidential system, and Yuan Shikai remained firmly in control of power. The Beiyang representatives in the National Assembly passed numerous basic laws at an astonishing speed. It wasn't until May 8, when the number of seats for representatives nominally needed to be finalized, that they finally had to invite the People's Party delegation to attend the meeting.

Compared to the previous session, things had changed in just a few days. President Yuan had cut his queue, and a significant portion of the assembly representatives followed suit. The number of people wearing Western suits in the entire assembly had also increased, giving the scene a somewhat refreshed appearance. When the People's Party delegation strode in, more representatives took the initiative to greet them. It seemed everyone was gradually accepting the changes.

In truth, the number of representatives had long since been arranged. The National Assembly first passed a resolution confirming "Huaihai Province" as a formal provincial-level administrative unit. Then, based on the population estimates from the late Qing, they granted the People's Party several seats for its four provinces. The People's Party delegation immediately signaled their agreement. Thus, everyone went through the motions of a mock vote. When the voting ended and Yuan Shikai took the stage, many representatives assumed he was prepared to say a few polite formalities.

"Gentlemen, China is no longer at war, which is a good thing. Now, we must discuss the matter of the Boxer Indemnity," Yuan Shikai began, and the content of his words immediately plunged the entire assembly into a dead silence. One of the National Assembly's functions was to discuss the annual tax quotas each province would pay to the central government. Since provincial autonomy had been established, the provinces no longer expected much in terms of central power. Regarding the sole issue of taxation, the provinces naturally didn't want to give a single cent—let alone the massive figures of the Boxer Indemnity.

Yuan Shikai continued, "The national military should be unified. Since the People's Party is willing to join the Republic, there must be a protocol for discussing military orders. The North is fine, but the number of troops in the southern provinces must also be discussed. I suggest holding a peace conference in Shanghai to discuss the military issues of each province. Furthermore, we must also address the matter of the Boxer Indemnity."

At this, the assembly erupted like a disturbed hornet's nest. The military was the fundamental self-preservation force for the southern provinces. Setting aside the fact that Beiyang currently possessed a massive army, the People's Party was even more powerful and well-equipped. Although provincial autonomy had been established, if war broke out, who would they turn to for justice? The southern provinces had absolutely no genuine trust in Yuan Shikai.

Fortunately, Yuan Shikai didn't truly expect the southern provinces to show any real sincerity. He immediately stated that during this period of intense upheaval, the nation should focus on rest. At least until next year's National Assembly, the government would temporarily refrain from collecting taxes. However, the Boxer Indemnity was a matter of great consequence; Beiyang would negotiate with foreign powers and invited the People's Party to join the discussions. Any province willing to voluntarily participate in the indemnity payments could also attend this Shanghai Peace Conference. The condition was that participating provinces must bear an annual indemnity payment of one million taels.

Participating in the peace conference was naturally desirable; every province was concerned about what conspiracies might be brewing in the discussions between the People's Party and the Beiyang central government. However, the price of admission was one million taels of silver per year, and their enthusiasm evaporated instantly.

A representative from Guangdong immediately stood up to challenge why other provinces couldn't attend. Without Yuan Shikai needing to speak, a Beiyang representative countered, "Since you aren't paying taxes, what do you plan to say in there? Do those who don't work intend to lecture those who do?"

"This has nothing to do with paying taxes. We naturally have the right to participate in national affairs," the Guangdong representative stated firmly. This stance received support from many southern representatives. "With matters as grand as the military and the Boxer Indemnity, if we don't participate, how will we know if China's interests are being sold out during the negotiations?"

Wang Youhong stood up and said, "Currently, the finances of various provinces are in dire straits. President Yuan has been considerate and waived taxes for a year, for which our Jiangsu Province is very grateful. However, the negotiations are of great importance; if we don't listen, we won't feel at ease. The central government and the People's Party can talk as much as they like; we will simply consider ourselves mutes and will not interrupt."

This suggestion gained the support of the southern representatives. For them, paying the central government was out of the question, but they absolutely could not allow the provinces to remain entirely ignorant of matters deciding the nation's fate.

Yuan Shikai felt a wave of discomfort. The presidential system was supposed to grant the president immense authority. The assembly's power had been weakened to the extreme, possessing only the power to elect the president, judicial authority, and the right to discuss taxation. Now, the provincial representatives were ignoring this and actually wanted to meddle in important negotiations. Although it was said they would have no speaking rights, the mere thought of them eavesdropping made him feel as if he had swallowed a fly. If they didn't speak during the negotiations, heaven only knew what they would say outside the meeting hall.

While he was feeling irritable, Yuan Shikai saw the Governor of Hunan, Cen Chunming, stand up and request to speak. Yuan initially thought he would also follow the trend and say some nonsense about participating in national affairs, but to his surprise, Cen Chunming shouted, "You have money for the foreigners, but no money for disaster relief! President Yuan, do you think this is what should be done?"

As soon as these words were spoken, the National Assembly fell into an uproar. Representatives immediately began shouting, "Rather than giving money to foreigners, it would be better to use it for disaster relief! The Manchu Qing brought national humiliation; is the Republic going to continue that same humiliation?"

"Isn't it just a matter of fighting? As long as we provide relief first and protect the people, if the foreigners attack, the people will naturally be willing to fight to the death. What is there to fear from foreigners?"

The clamor grew louder, with all sorts of irresponsible rhetoric flying around the assembly. The Beiyang representatives had managed to maintain some discipline initially, but after hearing too much, some began to snap back. "You're just talking nonsense because it's not your burden! You talk big, but when have we ever seen Sichuan step up?"

Watching the situation below grow increasingly chaotic, Yuan Shikai's expression on the stage turned darker and darker.

That evening, Yuan Shikai invited Yan Fu to dinner. After first apologizing for keeping the People's Party delegation under house arrest for several days, Yuan couldn't help but bring up the events at the National Assembly that day.

"This isn't necessarily a bad thing," Yan Fu laughed. "Xiangcheng, the disputes between provinces have always existed; it's just that before, people didn't dare speak so bluntly. Besides, the memorials the provinces used to submit regarding national affairs were essentially all nonsense. What has changed now? Rather, now that you are the President, you will have to toil and suffer for it."

"Brother Jidao, regarding the matter of the guarantee Wenqing mentioned the other day—does it still stand?" Yuan Shikai was extremely concerned about this. The degree of exhaustion in the national treasury was nearly driving him mad. If Chen Ke had been playing with Beiyang earlier, Yuan Shikai felt he wasn't acting as president but was being roasted on a bonfire.

"We in the People's Party have a plan for this. Since we're holding a peace conference, why not discuss it there?" Yan Fu replied.

"Brother Jidao, if Wenqing sent you to ask me for something, you might as well say it directly. What's with all this concealment?" Yuan Shikai said angrily. "I'll tell you the truth: if Wenqing isn't willing to put up the money this time, I'll have no choice but to borrow from foreign banks. When the principal and interest pile up, I'll just have to endure it. Wenqing is a junior, and as his elder, I don't want to make things hard for him, but I'll have to bring out that memorandum we signed and air it out."

Seeing that Yuan Shikai was truly being pushed to his limit, Yan Fu smiled and said, "Xiangcheng, don't be so anxious. We've already sent a telegram to Wenqing, and I expect there should be a result in a few days. However, Wenqing did ask me to mention one thing: he once ran a honeycomb coal factory in Beijing, and you must return that to us."

Upon hearing this, Yuan Shikai's expression became extremely odd. He hadn't expected Chen Ke to be so petty as to remember such a trivial matter from five years ago so clearly. But since Yan Fu had openly stated this was Chen Ke's wish, Yuan couldn't refuse. He laughed and said, "I had forgotten about that. It seems I have greatly offended Wenqing in this matter."

"Xiangcheng, are you truly going to return the honeycomb coal factory to Wenqing?" Yan Fu pressed.

"Wenqing's things should naturally be returned to him. How could there be any falsehood in that?" Yuan Shikai asked, puzzled.

"Haha, Xiangcheng, you've fallen for Wenqing's trap," Yan Fu laughed.

Yuan Shikai knew Yan Fu was not the type to betray anyone. Hearing him say this, Yuan became even more confused. What exactly was Chen Ke planning? But Yuan Shikai was, after all, a formidable figure; he never erred when it came to matters of interest. Steadying himself, he said solemnly, "Brother Jidao, I don't understand the details of these matters and have no time to manage them. I will only say one thing: if Wenqing can help the government through this crisis, I will certainly not let him spend that money for nothing. I'll return his factory, and if he wants to exert himself in the North, my Beiyang will certainly not make things difficult for the People's Party."

With the conversation reaching this point, everything was out in the open. Yan Fu didn't want to dwell on it further either. "Since you say so, I will reply to Wenqing accordingly."

The next day, May 9, the People's Party delegation departed for their base area. On the third day, May 10, Yuan Shikai received a telegram from Chen Ke. The People's Party had formally notified the British that they were willing to guarantee half of this year's indemnity payment. However, the condition was simple: the central government must not collect taxes from the People's Party.

By May 12, the British Embassy formally informed Yuan Shikai that they requested a tripartite meeting regarding the People's Party's assumption of half the indemnity and the tax-exempt status of the ports controlled by the People's Party. Only then did Yuan Shikai believe that the People's Party was indeed beginning to fulfill its promise.

On May 15, the People's Party's handover team for the honeycomb coal factory arrived in Beijing, formally demanding to take over the property that had once belonged to them. Beiyang had truly not expected the People's Party to act with such lightning speed, sending people specifically to Beijing for a small factory that had collapsed and disappeared years ago. Anything involving the People's Party was no small matter, and no one below dared to take initiative. Out of necessity, the Minister of Industry and Commerce had to report to Yuan Shikai. Being a clever man, Yuan knew what was happening as soon as he heard it. He fumed, "Whatever the People's Party wants, as long as it isn't excessive, give it to them! Do you really need to come and ask me about this again?!"

The person leading the team back to reclaim the factory was Xu Erba. The large courtyard previously rented for the honeycomb coal factory had long since been sublet to others. Xu Erba did not dwell on the matter; he directly demanded the site of the former Fengtai Barracks. During the "Horse Bandit Incident" at the end of 1909, the Fengtai Barracks had been burned to ruins, and many people had died. Aside from some vagrants who had built shacks there, the place was now a wasteland. Beneath ruins that had never been cleared, one could dig up skeletal remains.

Xu Erba requested the old site of the Fengtai Barracks at an annual rent of ten thousand silver dollars. With Yuan Shikai's word, the Beiyang Ministry of Civil Affairs had no desire to cause further complications. Xu Erba paid five years' rent, and the two parties signed a five-year contract. The contract also clearly stated that Xu Erba had limited rights to renew. Such was the nature of bureaucracy: when someone at the top spoke and the opponent was firm, the efficiency was top-notch. On the day the contract was signed, the People's Party's honeycomb coal machinery arrived. Anhui had already begun popularizing honeycomb coal, and the production of these machines had been solved alongside brick-making machines. Over a dozen machines were transported to Beijing, quite conspicuously at the railway station.

Beiyang did not dare to take the People's Party's actions lightly. There were vagrants at the Fengtai Barracks, so there was no shortage of labor. Furthermore, this was Beijing; even if several hundred vagrants started a disturbance, it wouldn't be easy to deal with. Not to mention that the south of the capital was a slum area; what if the People's Party incited the poor to riot?

Xu Erba seemed to be intentionally poking at Beiyang's nerves. After the honeycomb coal equipment arrived, the next shipment was a large quantity of new wheels. The People's Party's trade quota agreement with Southeast Asia had directly resulted in almost all of the region's rubber entering the People's Party's base areas. The specialty of polymer materials was plastics, rubber, coatings, and adhesives. Vulcanizing rubber and adding carbon black were the most basic textbook knowledge. In this era, there was no nylon cord fabric for tires; the metal wire drawing equipment imported by the People's Party produced steel wire cord fabric. This was high-grade cord fabric, which in the 21st century was used in high-end automobile tires.

Steel pipe axles, ball bearings, pneumatic rubber tires, wire hubs, and steel-rimmed wheels. As soon as this batch of handcart wheels arrived in Beijing, Xu Erba sent out invitations far and wide, inviting those who had previously worked with the People's Party as well as the big players in Beijing's transport industry to the Fengtai Barracks. To Beiyang's extreme bafflement, the People's Party also invited five or six officials from the Beijing Police Bureau below the chief, and five or six from the Bank of Communications' credit department below the director.

"Brothers, although I am from Anhui, I once had a job at the Tianjin Machinery Bureau. I've lived off the bread of Beijing and Tianjin too. I've invited you all here today with the intention of doing something practical," Xu Erba said with high spirits.

Those invited, whether from official or civilian circles, were curious as to what Xu Erba intended to do. Soon, they saw the objective. With these new-style wheels—which were vastly superior to wooden wheels or simple wooden wheels wrapped in leather—both two-wheeled carts and large four-wheeled wagons became light and fast.

Fourth Master Chang had worked with the People's Party before. He was quite robust and even tried pulling a four-wheeled wagon himself. The wagon was loaded with eight or nine hundred catties of large stones. The veins on Fourth Master Chang's neck and forehead bulged, but under his desperate exertion, the four-wheeled wagon actually began to move slowly forward.

This scene left everyone dumbstruck. People in the capital valued "face," and seeing Fourth Master Chang's performance, others who were unconvinced immediately went up to try. It was difficult for one person to pull eight or nine hundred catties, but with two people working together, the wagon clearly moved much more easily.

As for the rickshaws, after changing the wheels, they ran light and fast. Xu Erba invited the Police Chief and others, along with the credit officers from the Bank of Communications, to take a ride. These gentlemen were accustomed to riding in rickshaws and could immediately feel how different these were from the old ones. Although they swayed on bumpy roads, there were no jarring jolts.

Once everyone had finished their trials, Xu Erba gathered them together and said loudly, "These carts and wheels aren't cheap. If I asked you to pay for them, those of you who work for a living couldn't afford them. So we've invited the gentlemen from the Bank of Communications so they can see the quality of these carts for themselves. If any of you want to buy them, you can seek a loan from them. If you can't get a loan or are worried, you can rent a cart from our firm and try hauling goods first."

The loan officers from the Bank of Communications already understood Xu Erba's idea, and their first thought was whether the People's Party was setting some kind of trap. But Xu Erba's next words left the Beiyang people even more confused. "What everyone fears most are the myriad of taxes and levies. It's impossible to expect the government not to collect taxes. So let's speak plainly from the start: I've invited the gentlemen from the Police Bureau today so they can set a price and fix the tax amount for the year through a licensing system. Once a transport company has paid its dues for the year, any vehicle with a license won't have to pay taxes again. As for those without licenses, we can't do anything about them."

After some discussion and explanation, the Police Bureau also understood the key point. If the Police Bureau possessed the power to issue licenses, then those who joined Xu Erba's transport company would pay a set amount to them each year. Although they inwardly suspected this was a massive trap, it was absolutely impossible for the people in the Police Bureau not to be tempted.

Because the implications were too great, neither the Police Bureau nor the Bank of Communications dared to agree immediately. Furthermore, the carts were indeed expensive; a set of wheels could cost over a hundred silver dollars at most or fifty at least. The poor who relied on their labor naturally couldn't afford them. Since the People's Party was involved, even Fourth Master Chang, who could afford the money, didn't dare buy a cart.

Yuan Shikai eventually received the report. The Bank of Communications was Beiyang's bank, and the Police Bureau was staffed by Yuan's confidants. Yuan asked casually, "How much can we make in a year?"

The Police Chief and the Bank of Communications officer looked at each other. The Police Chief signaled several times to the officer, who said hesitantly, "For Beijing and Tianjin, making two million silver dollars a year shouldn't be a problem."
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If someone had told Yuan Shikai that, without resorting to predatory taxation, he could bring in an additional two million silver dollars annually for Beiyang, he would generally have been quite pleased. However, this time, facing the chiefs of the Police Bureau and the Bank of Communications—two departments staffed by his confidants—Yuan carefully studied the assessment report they had jointly submitted and asked coldly, "Why does this look like a People's Party manifesto?"

The expressions of the Police Chief and the Bank of Communications officer turned awkward. Although the vocabulary in the two assessment reports provided by the People's Party was novel, the logic was clear, easy to understand, and straightforward. They had tried to polish it, but even slight modifications made the assessment obscure and greatly diminished its eloquent persuasiveness. Out of necessity, they had presented it to Yuan Shikai with a "wait-and-see" attitude, only for him to see through it at a glance.

Seeing his subordinates' embarrassment, Yuan Shikai did not press the matter further. "How much can the People's Party make?"

The Bank of Communications officer, feeling as though he had received a divine pardon, hurriedly replied, "At least five million."

"I am asking about net profit," Yuan Shikai countered coldly.

"President, if it's net profit, they'll have at least two million. They won't have less than us," the officer replied.

Yuan Shikai frowned and pondered for a while before saying, "Then let's proceed with this for now. However, regarding the Police Bureau issuing licenses, I will have the Ministry of Finance discuss the matter with you."

The Police Chief and the Bank of Communications officer knew that Yuan Shikai had recently been engaged in an arduous struggle with the National Assembly and might have been expected to delay the matter. They never imagined he would approve it so easily. Although deeply puzzled, they were truly delighted. Especially the Police Chief—usually, the Police Bureau could only obtain funds through extortion and racketeering. As the police system was Yuan Shikai's "face," he governed it strictly, making the Bureau a poor yamen. This licensing business falling into the hands of the police was a massive source of revenue. Even if the Ministry of Finance came to fight the police for this money, the Police Chief was determined not to let go.

As for the Bank of Communications officer, he was equally pleased. There were simply too many ways to manipulate the lending process, and large-scale lending to a promising business like a transport company offered even richer profits.

The two consulted and decided to meet Xu Erba the next day to discuss a more detailed cooperation plan. However, the person sent to notify Xu Erba returned with a report that Xu would be entering the city the next day and would personally visit them in the evening.

Xu Erba did indeed enter the city. Beijing had first endured the horse bandit chaos, and then Yuan Shikai had dealt with a group of imperial clansmen. The Banner people were all in a state of self-preservation, and those who could flee had already done so. Many houses and plots of land in Beijing had become vacant. Xu Erba had selected over thirty plots of land in the capital and spent these days purchasing them one by one. Meeting that evening, he did not hide the fact and mentioned his large-scale real estate acquisitions.

The officer and the Police Chief were baffled. While it was a good time for Xu Erba to acquire property, buying over thirty plots at once seemed excessive. The officer asked, "Brother Xu, what's the secret here?"

"I'm not doing this to flip real estate. This is the overall layout for the industry," Xu Erba said. Daily necessities like honeycomb coal did not handle jolts well; the shorter the transport distance, the better. Furthermore, the transport business wasn't just about renting and selling carts; it also involved providing parking and maintenance. This required a comprehensive layout around the capital.

With this explanation, the officer and the Police Chief suddenly understood. The officer asked, "But with you doing this on such a large scale, aren't you afraid of losing money?"

"These are businesses tied to the people's livelihood. It's only a matter of how much profit is made; how could there be any reason to lose money?" Xu Erba laughed.

The three discussed while eating over maps. After a while, the Police Chief noticed something interesting: the locations of several plots were quite peculiar. They were very close to the parking lots and honeycomb coal factories. He asked, "Brother Xu, what are these for?"

"These are for building lodging. Not only for the brothers in the transport company to live in, but they can also be rented out. It's a good business." Xu Erba had drunk quite a bit, and his voice was much louder as he spoke.

"How much housing can you build on such small plots? It's just over thirty courtyards; at most, they could house four or five hundred people. That might not even be enough for your own people, and you want to rent them out?" The Police Chief was skeptical.

"You'll see when the time comes," Xu Erba said smugly. However, no matter how much the other two asked, Xu Erba refused to reveal any more, leaving them itching with curiosity.

It wasn't just officialdom that was itching with curiosity; Fourth Master Chang, who had previously cooperated with the People's Party, was also restless. He had relied on cooperation with the People's Party to accumulate his first bit of capital and later seized an opportunity to buy a rickshaw. On a good month, a rickshaw puller could earn fifty or sixty silver dollars. Especially in winter—if one could get someone to book the rickshaw for the entire season, the income was even higher.

As an expert in the transport trade, Fourth Master Chang knew the moment he laid hands on them just how good the wheels Xu Erba brought this time were. Given Fourth Master Chang's current stamina, using the new wheels would allow him to cover at least twice the distance daily. That meant doubling his income or more. A set of wheels for a standard rickshaw cost fifty silver dollars; he could earn that back in a single month. This sum was far from unacceptable.

the only problem was that the People's Party had involved the authorities this time. Once things involved officials, they became very difficult to manage. They talked about paying tax only once a year after obtaining some kind of license, but official matters were never clear-cut. Yet, without involving the authorities, many things would be even harder to accomplish.

After weighing his options, Fourth Master Chang decided to take a risk. Since he had profited from cooperating with the People's Party last time, as long as he acted early this time, he could probably still make a killing. Having made up his mind, Fourth Master Chang sought out several friends from the Banners. These men were not the type of Banner people who only knew how to frequent teahouses and walk their birds; they were usually quite capable and knew how to drive carts. These brothers had been in increasing contact lately and trusted each other. They also wanted to pull rickshaws but lacked the opportunity to get good carts.

When they met, Fourth Master Chang shared his thoughts with the brothers. Hearing this rather bold plan, several of them frowned. "Fourth Master Chang, we brothers aren't afraid of hard work, and we have a bit of money. If you're planning to shoulder all the risk yourself, you're looking down on us."

"That's right, Fourth Master. We all respect your character. But it won't do for you to carry the risk alone. Whatever the case, we brothers must put up some money. Even if it isn't much, we can contribute what we can."

Seeing how sincere everyone was, Fourth Master Chang nodded. "Then each of the five of us will put up twenty percent. We'll buy the wagon and the mule."

"And how will the money be split?" one brother asked.

Fourth Master Chang replied readily, "The money earned each day will be split into two halves. One half is for feeding the animal and repairing the cart. If there's anything left over, it will be divided among us. The other half goes to whoever takes the wagon out. What do you all think?"

No one had any objections. They agreed to go to the Fengtai Barracks the next day to pick out a wagon suitable for their needs.

The next morning, the brothers rose early and hurried to the Fengtai Barracks. When they arrived, Fourth Master Chang was fine, but the other brothers were stunned by the rows of wagons. There was nothing particularly special about the vehicles themselves, but the wheels were truly unlike anything they had ever seen—they were all a uniform, deep black. Though the surface wasn't smooth, they were completely different from wooden wheels; there wasn't a single rivet or joint—they were a single piece. The rims were extremely thin, and the spokes were incredibly fine. These parts were painted.

The men walked up and touched the wheels one by one, finding the surface somewhat rough and grippy, far from the feel of high-quality lacquered wooden wheels. Pressing on the wheel, it felt firm yet possessed a degree of elasticity—it was a gadget the likes of which they had never seen.

"Fourth Master Chang, is... is this going to work?" one brother asked.

Fourth Master Chang had brought his own rickshaw. He didn't explain much but first selected a set of wheels of appropriate width. Once chosen, he had the brothers pull the rickshaw for a few rounds. The brothers were all accustomed to pulling carts; although they didn't know what mystery Fourth Master was up to, they didn't waste words. Once they finished their trials, Fourth Master swapped on the new wheels and had them pull it again. This time, everyone felt the difference immediately. Once these wheels were on, the pull felt incredibly light; compared to before, it was as if they couldn't feel the weight of the cart at all. Furthermore, while there was a slight swaying motion when running, there were no hard, jarring jolts. The brothers couldn't help but repeatedly look back at the rickshaw behind them. They had an illusion—was it possible they were only holding the handles and the body of the cart had disappeared?

"Good stuff, truly good stuff. Fourth Master, are we just buying these wheels?" the brothers were already full of praise.

Fourth Master Chang led them over to the wagons, pointing at a large wheel nearly half a person tall and over half a foot wide. "What I want to buy is this!"

A set of rickshaw wheels cost ten silver dollars; a full wagon with these wheels was sold directly for fifty silver dollars. However, Fourth Master was an acquaintance and the first to buy an entire wagon. Xu Erba also sold Fourth Master several pairs of rubber-soled "Liberation Shoes" produced in the base area at the honest price of one silver dollar per pair. These shoes, mimicking a future design, had a "strange" appearance but provided excellent grip.

The other brothers were dumbstruck by Fourth Master's grand gesture, but the wagon was also light and fast beyond anything they had seen. Two people could easily pull it. As they walked down the street, they immediately became the focus of attention. Fourth Master and his group went to the Mule and Horse Market in the south of the city and bought a large mule. These brothers were all skilled drivers, and after one trial, they knew just how powerful this wagon was.

They all had their connections, and the wagon was immediately put to work in the coal transport trade. While other carts carried seven or eight hundred catties per trip, this wagon hauled fifteen or sixteen hundred. It also moved much faster than other carts. While others made two trips, Fourth Master's wagon could make three. After two days, each person was able to split three silver dollars.

For these two days, everyone had exerted themselves greatly. On the third day, although they wanted to continue their business, they were physically exhausted. At Fourth Master's suggestion, they decided to rest for the morning and go to the Yutai Teahouse at noon for a meal of "ragged meat noodles."

Wang Lifa, the owner of the Yutai Teahouse, still wore his queue and maintained his usual polite smile, carefully attending to his customers. Seeing Fourth Master Chang, Wang Lifa smiled. "Fourth Master Chang, I heard you bought a large wagon. You're surely going to strike it rich."

Just as they were talking, a newsboy selling papers suddenly shouted, "Paper! Extra! Banner people revolt in Jiangning!"

In these times, "Banner people" was a sensitive term, especially when linked with the word "revolt." The expressions of Fourth Master and his friends changed. Even the smile vanished from Wang Lifa's face.

The fact that the news had made it onto the newspapers meant the event was already entirely over.

May 15, 1911. Nanjing.

Yu Chen looked with a cold face at the deathly silent Banner residential district. The New Army had completely cordoned off the area. Civilians wearing cotton masks were dragging corpses out of the houses one by one. The faces and bodies of these corpses were hideously contorted, and the blood that had flowed from their noses and mouths was dried on their faces. The sight was terrifying.

This was not the result of a military massacre; the New Army had only dealt with the Banner troops. These Banner family members had all committed suicide by poison. Wu Yida, the commander of the New Army, no longer had his smug appearance. He casually glanced at the piling corpses and simply said, "Bury them all." Then he turned and led a group of officers away from this place of death.

Once the high-ranking officials had left, a dozen or so young officers gathered around. "Sike, what should we do?"

"Where are we going to find enough places to bury them? Drag them to the mountainside and cremate them." Yu Chen's voice sounded quite bitter. "How many are left alive?"

The bitter voices of the young officers were no better than Yu Chen's. Although everyone had shouted slogans about exterminating all the Manchus in the world, no one felt happy when truly faced with such a tragedy. One officer said, as if defending himself, "A few hundred, perhaps. These Manchus had prepared for quite some time; they bought up all the poison available for sale in the city."

Yu Chen knew this; it had even been fully utilized in the plan. He had sent people to privately hire beggars to pick fights outside the Banner district. The Manchus, unable even to look after themselves, naturally wouldn't give alms to beggars. At any reason or excuse, the beggars would shout, "You won't live much longer! As soon as the Manchu Qing is finished, you'd better hurry up and drink your own poison and die!"

"On the sixth of June, the dragon raises its head; the heads of the Manchus in the city will not be left." Such nursery rhymes were also being sung throughout Nanjing.

Alongside these psychological preparations, the military legal department led by Yu Chen himself had been conducting rectifications across various units under the pretext of settling military debts. With the military legal office taking the lead, the merchants became much bolder. Furthermore, the Nanjing New Army had the foundation of its predecessors and maintained decent discipline; the Han units had easily paid off their debts.

Over the past year or so, the Banner people had been pulled from various units and reorganized into a single regiment. The more they were isolated, the more the Banner people banded together. And the more they banded together, the more they felt despair. There were over thirty thousand Banner people in Nanjing. Usually, they relied on serving as officials or soldiers; the Nanjing Banner people shared all the bad habits of those in Beijing. Borrowing money and buying on credit were common occurrences. As the Manchu Qing dynasty reached its end, the Banner people were even more desperate to borrow. Adopting a mindset of having a today but no tomorrow, they borrowed even more heavily, spending tomorrow's money today.

Yu Chen ordered them to clear their debts, but where would the Banner people find the money to pay? Conflicts were naturally inevitable. At this time, Yu Chen showed no mercy and had no intention of smoothing things over.

The Banner General in Nanjing was the Jiangning General, whose full title was the General in Charge of the Garrisons of Jiangning and Other Places—the supreme commander of the Eight Banners garrisoned in Jiangnan during the Qing Dynasty. The current Jiangning General, Chengxun, had seen that things were wrong, but the Jiangsu Governor Wang Youhong, who could have spoken up, had already gone to Beijing.

On May 5, Yu Chen had twenty Banner soldiers who refused to pay their debts publicly flogged at the gates of the Banner camp. Chengxun, seeing that Yu Chen was "pressing too hard," had to personally intervene to stop it. As a result, Yu Chen rebuked him to his face: "Military discipline is established by those above and followed by those below. You, as the Jiangning General, cannot restrain the Banner soldiers and instead bring harm to the people. What is your crime?"

A military legal officer was only at the rank of a deputy regimental commander, seven or eight levels below the Jiangning General. Being lashed out at by Yu Chen, the 63-year-old Chengxun's first reaction was bewilderment, followed by fury. He had served as the Governor of Jiangsu and Anhui; how could he be bullied by such a junior? Chengxun's guards were about to move, but Yu Chen's subordinates were already prepared; they drew their guns and killed all of Chengxun's guards.

"Chengxun, you indulge your subordinates in revolt. What is your crime?" Yu Chen asked calmly of the former high-ranking official who once held great power.

Only then did Chengxun realize that all of this was pre-planned, and the old man immediately began to curse.

Yu Chen was not angry but simply ordered Chengxun to be dragged out of the camp. Meanwhile, other units of the New Army had already tightly surrounded the Banner camp.

"Where is that dog Wu Yida? Tell him to come see me!" old Chengxun shouted repeatedly.

Wu Yida naturally would not come to see Chengxun. The situation had reached its climax; the extermination of the Banner camp was the plan Wang Youhong had set before his departure. If Wu Yida could do it well, he would surely rise to prominence; what use was there in arguing with this old man Chengxun?

Yu Chen ordered Chengxun to be stripped until he wore only a pair of trousers, then he was bound with ropes and put in a prisoner's cart to be paraded through the streets. At the front of the procession, a dozen loud-voiced soldiers announced Chengxun's crimes: "Indulging the Banner camp subordinates in extorting merchants. When the military legal office sought to recover debts for the Nanjing merchants, Chengxun intended to harm the military legal officers."

The Banner people already had a bad reputation, and everyone knew the Manchu Qing was about to collapse. Seeing the bare-backed Manchu general paraded through the streets, the crowds were first surprised and then erupted in cheers. Some merchants who had been heavily owed by the Banner people even threw vegetable leaves and stones at Chengxun. It was truly a joyous parade.

At first, Chengxun cursed Yu Chen as a rebel, but after being pelted by the crowds, he couldn't help but curse the people below as rebels as well. For the sake of appearances, Yu Chen could refrain from replying, but the people had no such constraints. "You're the rebel!" someone shouted.

"Kill the rebel Chengxun!"

"Kill the Banner man Chengxun!"

"Exterminate the Banner people!"

The slogans grew louder and increasingly targeted!

The emotions of the people in Nanjing were all incited. After the parade, Chengxun was publicly hanged at the Wangfuyuan entrance, where the Banner people resided. As Chengxun's life ended and his waste flowed down his trousers, the onlookers grew even more excited, shouting slogans to exterminate the Banner people.

In the end, Chengxun was not left with a whole corpse. After he died, his head was cut off and hung at the Taiping Gate, with a notice nearby listing his many crimes. On May 8, after the National Assembly established the national form as a republic and the Manchu Qing was legally terminated,

Wu Yida demanded that the Banner camp soldiers, who had been surrounded for several days, lay down their weapons and surrender. However, the execution of Chengxun had left the Banner people with no way out, and the battle broke out. Wu Yida had long made arrangements; the Banner camp had almost no ammunition. The New Army first bombarded the camp with artillery and then slaughtered their way in. Everyone, high and low, was killed.

Hearing the sound of gunfire and artillery, the already despairing Nanjing Banner people believed that a Han massacre was about to fall upon them. These people took the poison they had prepared and committed suicide one after another.

According to statistics, by May 15, 1911, in the city of Nanjing, which once had nearly forty thousand Banner people, fewer than three hundred remained.
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Chapter 107: The Xinhai Upheaval (Part 5)

In mid-May, the summer harvest in Anhui was about to begin, and all government work gave way to it. Cadres from across the region were dispatched to the front lines, including those from the military.

The summer harvest was Anhui's most important yield and the start of more than six months of grueling labor. Following the harvest, Anhui would enter the rainy season, and flood control work would commence. Not long after the rainy season ended, a new round of autumn harvesting would begin. After the autumn harvest, there would be several autumn freshets; the pressure would be slightly less than in summer, but one still couldn't afford to be careless. After the autumn floods came the leveling of the land, accumulating fertilizer, and planting winter wheat. By the time all these tasks were finished, it was almost time for the Spring Festival. Once the festival ended, spring plowing began in earnest, and the new year repeated the cycle of the last. For thousands of years, Chinese peasants had toiled this way day after day, year after year, experiencing the changes of the four seasons and the cycles of bumper harvests, disasters, and famine.

Peasants at the beginning of the twentieth century had a high degree of acceptance for disaster years. Everyone would curse the onset of a calamity, much like Chen Ke at the beginning of the twenty-first century might burst into curses while playing cards online. However, despite the cursing, as long as Chen Ke continued to play, he had to accept the existence of all kinds of teammates—just as peasants had to accept the onset of a disaster year.

The summer harvest required one thing above all: speed! The weather was unpredictable; if the rainy season arrived early, everything would be ruined. It was a race against time to reap the grain and get it into storage. Even in the twenty-first century, the period before the summer harvest remained a peak time for migrant workers to return to their home villages. The People's Party base areas were no different. During the summer harvest, even the small-scale cities felt deserted. But in the summer harvest of 1911, the situation in the base areas had changed slightly—at least, there were significant changes in the state-owned farms.

Reaping wheat while bent over was exhausting work, not to mention the physical toll. In terms of tools, having iron implements made things faster; having the high-quality iron tools produced by the People's Party made them faster still. However, the agricultural hand tractors, chugging and rumbling with reaping equipment refined over several years of experience, cut the wheat ears and felled the stalks neatly. The efficiency of the harvester in cutting stalks was roughly twice that of the most capable reaping expert. But when the task of cutting the wheat ears was added, it directly became four times that of an expert. Most importantly, no human reaping expert, no matter how capable, could work from dawn to dusk in such a manner. Furthermore, the ones operating the tractors weren't even reaping experts.

"This can be finished at least three days earlier than before! No, at least five days!" Liu Sangou, the farm manager, was flushed with excitement. This cadre, who came from a rural background, served in the military, and then specialized as a farm manager, shouted to Xiao Qiang, the Director of the Anhui Provincial Agricultural Department, who had come to inspect.

"Don't just focus on the good parts. I heard from the agricultural machinery department that the loss rate might be slightly higher. Check the losses when you're gleaning the ears."

Liu Sangou didn't care about that at all; he was grinning from ear to ear. "Commissar Xiao, being able to finish these few days earlier is better than anything. Look, these tractor operators are either old or young. This year, we finally don't have to scramble and rush. And you know Company Commander Liu from the agricultural machinery department—with his temper, if I said anything more, he'd come to my house and curse my whole family."

"Then you still need to study how to improve efficiency. You're the one farming, not him," Xiao Qiang said with a wry smile.

"Just let me be happy for two more days—just two days," Liu Sangou couldn't stop grinning.

"You won't need two days; you'll be finished in two days." Xiao Qiang really wanted to give Liu Sangou a few kicks. "By tomorrow, you follow the regulations and specifically set aside a few plots for testing. Do you hear me? If you don't do a good job, you'll be doing a public self-criticism every morning before work for a month."

"Yes, yes, yes! Commissar Xiao, I understand," Liu Sangou replied with a beam.

It wasn't just this one farm; state-owned farms throughout the base area were using the newly developed reaping equipment. Chen Ke had gritted his teeth to push this through. Reaping equipment was actually a significant waste of resources at this stage; it was only used once a year. Furthermore, it involved maintenance work—a harvester had over a hundred blades that could rust, and they had to be prepared and sharpened before use each year. If a single blade broke during reaping, the loss rate would immediately rise.

It was only in the People's Party farms that such new mechanical tools could be implemented. If they were given to ordinary people, they would go mad from such complex work. This is what an industrial chain is all about; every link must have specialized personnel responsible for it. Chen Ke's mother worked at the diesel engine plant; every year during the summer harvest, technical personnel had to go to the countryside to assist with repairs and train maintenance workers. According to these technicians, much of the equipment damage was caused simply by the peasants' failure to perform regular maintenance. As long as they were maintained and serviced regularly according to the manual, many problems simply wouldn't occur. But the peasant masses used them until they died, and maintenance and servicing were never to be expected.

Later, Chen Ke finally understood one thing: understanding the concept of "beginning to end" was actually quite difficult. Expecting maintenance costs to be treated as a necessary investment was perhaps too much of a demand for peasants under a smallholder economy. This applied not only to mechanical repairs but also to the maintenance of basic water conservancy infrastructure.

Xiao Qiang agreed with Chen Ke's thinking. His starting point was his experience in the military. Behind every battle lay dozens or hundreds of times more preparatory work. A rifle might be disassembled and maintained dozens of times without ever being used in a real battle. And behind the combat units was a massive logistics force. His inspection work this time covered not only frontline production but also repairs and basic water conservancy construction.

Xiao Qiang had already seen the situation at the state-owned farms; in any case, they were all basically in the same state. Families with weak labor forces, having no other choice, were relatively more willing to work at the state-owned farms. What Comrade Liu Sangou called "either old or young" was the general situation at the state-owned farms now. As long as a family wasn't short on labor, they generally preferred to farm their own land. If they were neither of those, then they simply didn't want to farm. They chose to engage in handicrafts or go to work in the cities.

The shortage of labor at the state-owned farms would be alleviated to some extent after the busy season ended. At that time, ordinary people would have finished farming their own land, and a portion of the surplus labor would choose to work at the farms.

After inspecting several farms in succession, the situation after using the reaping equipment was indeed vastly different. Farms that previously required military assistance to finish harvesting before the rainy season were now solving the problem on their own. Their reaping speed was even faster than that of the ordinary people.

"The military can finally be deployed on a large scale for basic water conservancy construction," Xiao Qiang was very pleased about this. This was also one of the tasks of his inspection. The People's Party's grand conscription plan was to form engineering corps. They had to build roads, river embankments, reservoirs, irrigation systems, and drainage systems. Even if simple labor could be recruited from the masses on a large scale, the design and surveying work could not be done by them.

Most of the state-owned farms were in areas far from the rivers, which originally weren't irrigated lands. The masses preferred areas close to the riverbeds for the convenience of irrigation. This was the biggest reason the People's Party could easily take over these originally dry lands. As the old base area, while the drainage system in the Huai River region had not yet begun full construction, the irrigation system had finally seen great progress. Irrigation canals in the fields were already quite widespread. Xiao Qiang and the engineering staff conducted a field survey as they headed north; if there weren't too many problems this year, this work would begin after the conscription.

The group traveled on horseback across the vast fields, which were filled with harvested wheat and rapeseed, as well as large fields of cotton and rice.

"Director Xiao, if things go on like this, next year will be another good harvest, won't it? This year, the average yield per mu on the farms exceeded 300 catties," a young water conservancy engineer traveling with them was quite excited.

Xiao Qiang, the young Agriculture Director who wasn't yet thirty, wasn't so simply optimistic. "That's not necessarily true. The purpose of building water conservancy is to ensure we have these yields every year. Increasing the harvest still relies on improved seeds, chemical fertilizers, and pesticides. The farm's yields were all built on these three. The synthetic ammonia shipped from Wuhan is just enough for the seed base; the farms only dare use a tiny bit when they're spot-planting. The work we have to do is piled high as a mountain."

Mentioning this, Xiao Qiang couldn't help but think of the high-level agricultural meeting for the base area convened by Chen Ke. In that meeting, Chen Ke described a future picture to these agricultural management cadres. If they hadn't seen the actual effects of improved seeds, fertilizers, and pesticides with their own eyes, these comrades who came from farming backgrounds might have accused Chen Ke of joking.

The young water conservancy engineer didn't share this heavy feeling; he was completely captivated by the good harvest he saw. "Director Xiao, when I was at home, I never imagined that such dry land could produce such a yield. After I go home this time, I'll try my best to persuade my family to come work at the farm. Working at the farm is so much easier than farming on your own, and the income is higher."

"Then do a good job!" Xiao Qiang encouraged.

While they were talking, the sound of hoofbeats faintly echoed from behind. Turning to look, two soldiers in uniform were galloping toward them. The engineer was a bit confused, but Xiao Qiang and his guards' expressions darkened. Out of military habit, they sensed that something must have gone wrong.

The two horses were indeed coming for Xiao Qiang's group. The soldiers stopped in front of the party. "Director Xiao, please do not go further forward for now."

"What's happened?" Xiao Qiang asked with a frown.

"We aren't quite sure, but a telegram was received asking you to temporarily return to the county."

Following a soldier's habit, a map of the vicinity appeared in Xiao Qiang's mind. Less than a hundred li to the north was the Henan border. If something happened that forced Xiao Qiang to change his itinerary, it could only be something in the north. With the People's Party's current military strength, it would be a blessing if they didn't march south into the southern provinces. Furthermore, there had been no word of an imminent large-scale general war.

"Very well, we will return with you," Xiao Qiang replied.

On the way back to the county, they encountered two more waves of communications troops looking for Xiao Qiang. However, they only knew there were orders and not what had actually happened. Upon returning to the county, Xiao Qiang finally received a formal explanation.

The County Party Secretary answered Xiao Qiang's question with an extremely excited expression. "The people in the area bordering us in Henan are demanding to join our base area. It's a massive disturbance; I hear the people over there in Henan have already killed the officials and revolted."

Xiao Qiang wasn't so happy; his expression even grew solemn. Chen Ke actually very much hoped to avoid such a situation—at least for the time being. In the Provincial Party Committee meetings in Anhui, the consensus was that a conflict over water sources was highly likely with neighboring Henan. The idea of the people in the areas surrounding the base area spontaneously wanting to join was something they expected would take at least two years to happen. After all, the local clans and landlords would absolutely not support the People's Party.

Swallowing the question "What exactly happened?", Xiao Qiang knew the answer wouldn't reach the county level so quickly.

"What exactly happened?" Chen Ke asked. He wasn't angry, just regretful. Henan was Yuan Shikai's territory, and the People's Party's cooperation with Yuan had just begun. But the People's Party couldn't sit by and watch the Henan government deploy troops right under their noses to suppress a spontaneous struggle of the people. If they did that, the People's Party wouldn't need to shout about revolution anymore. What kind of revolution would that be? They might as well just collude with the reactionary government.

"It's the taxes," Qi Huishen gave a very ordinary explanation. Ever since the Beiyang forces entered Henan in 1909 to confront the People's Party, the tax burden on the Henan people had been constantly rising. When Yuan Shikai was there, Beiyang troops were at the border; if the people showed any resistance, they were immediately wiped out. Taxes were things that only ever went up and never down; even after Yuan Shikai led the Beiyang army out of Henan, the increased burden wasn't lowered. Yuan Shikai was so short of money he was borrowing from the People's Party; how could he let go of the taxes in Henan?

The ones revolting were the people of Yongcheng, which was right next to the base area. This had once been the front line, and the taxes were extremely heavy. This year's harvest in Yongcheng was truly poor. The people couldn't pay the taxes, so they simply revolted.

"I haven't heard of any natural disasters over there," Chen Ke said, somewhat surprised.

Qi Huishen blinked; he found it strange too. But Qi soon changed the subject. "The Yongcheng representatives who came to request joining our base area this time are actually the local landlords and gentry. The local cadres asked them if they supported land reform. These people stated that if the Beiyang government collects seventy percent in taxes while our base area only collects thirty percent, they'll do it."

"..." After hearing this intelligence, Chen Ke suddenly thought of a saying: reality is often more fantastic than fiction. Much like during the Liberation War, when the policies of Chiang Kai-shek drove the landlords to total bankruptcy, even the landlord militias fled to the Communists.

The event had occurred, and Chen Ke had no choice but to face it. "First, we absolutely will not allow Beiyang to suppress the people under our noses. If the Henan authorities take military action, we must stop them. Second, telegram Yuan Shikai and question him on what exactly he's done. We cannot let Yuan be the first to speak up. Third, immediately send people to investigate what exactly happened."

"You have to look at the master before you beat the dog. If we clash with Beiyang, will the impact be too great?" Qi Huishen was a bit worried.

"It's true you look at the master to beat the dog. But this kind of thing can't be avoided in the future. Yuan Shikai can yield, but we cannot." Chen Ke also made up his mind. They couldn't allow the foundations of the revolution to be shaken out of fear of a temporary conflict. Besides, as long as the People's Party took the initiative, Yuan Shikai wouldn't draw the wrong conclusions.

Yuan Shikai truly didn't draw any wrong conclusions. After the People's Party's telegram reached his desk, Yuan quickly understood what was going on. Before he left Henan, he had indeed left instructions to lower the taxes. Clearly, the locals hadn't done so. It was common knowledge that the People's Party collected thirty percent tax; Beiyang had always believed the People's Party wouldn't last long, so they hadn't cared about the comparison between the two. Now that the People's Party had clearly endured, it wasn't surprising that the surrounding areas would revolt over tax issues. The priority now was how to stop this from spreading, not to bicker with the People's Party over it.

However, with Beiyang's finances in such a state, Yuan Shikai was truly powerless. What could he do if he didn't collect taxes? The economic benefits of the People's Party's investments in the north were clear, especially after linking up with Beiyang; positive changes were evident in both bank loans and tax revenue. This, in turn, tempted Yuan Shikai.

Of course, Yuan Shikai had another choice. The sudden change in the situation in China had attracted the attention of the world's financial circles. The Russian government directed the Russo-Asiatic Bank to form an institution to compete with the Four-Power Consortium. The Russo-Asiatic Bank gathered some British, French, and Belgian capital unrelated to the consortium and formally established this international syndicate on January 24, 1911. As soon as it was founded, the Banque Sino-Belge offered a loan to the Yuan Shikai government. The contract stipulated an interest rate of five percent, discounted to ninety-seven, with payment fifteen days after signing. China used the general revenue and the net profits and property of the Beijing-Zhangjiakou Railway as security for the loan and agreed to give the syndicate priority for a ten-million-pound loan.

With the money Chen Ke provided temporarily solving Yuan Shikai's urgent needs, and if he could get this new loan, Yuan's hands would be greatly freed up. At such a time, breaking with Chen Ke would be an extremely unwise choice.

After much thought, Yuan Shikai made a decision: he invited Chen Ke to come to Beijing.

When Chen Ke received this invitation, Qi Huishen reported to him with a wry smile, "Yongcheng bought a large batch of seeds from us the year before last, but they didn't buy any last year."

It took Chen Ke several seconds to understand what that meant. Although this matter involved relations with Beiyang and the actual interests of the people, Chen Ke also wanted to give a wry smile, though he eventually restrained himself.

The base area had expended immense effort to propagate agricultural knowledge, along with demonstrations in experimental fields, to barely get the masses to accept the fact that the second generation of improved seeds had very low yields in ordinary fields. He never expected that the improved seeds would flow to other regions, and it had clearly produced significant results.

"Who did this?" Chen Ke asked.

"It must have been the areas bordering Yongcheng. I'm afraid they even made a good price on that first batch of improved seeds. Whether it was Bozhou or some other region, we will conduct an in-depth investigation," Qi Huishen replied.
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Chapter 108: The Xinhai Upheaval (Part 6)

"If I die, a successor to the Party Chairman must be elected." As soon as Chen Ke finished speaking, a low roll of thunder rumbled outside. Anhui had entered the rainy season, but the cadres of the People's Party Central Committee had still rushed from various provinces to attend the meeting.

The Central Committee members sat with grim expressions, remaining silent for a long time. Finally, Qi Huishen spoke up. "Chairman Chen, let me go to the meeting instead."

"This meeting is of great consequence. It wouldn't be an exaggeration to say it will decide China's fate for years to come. I must go personally," Chen Ke said calmly.

"Chairman Chen, in this meeting, Yuan Shikai and his Beiyang group are the ones who will benefit. I just can't feel at ease with that," Zhang Yu said, his heavy voice representing the sentiments of many People's Party cadres.

"How much money can Beiyang truly make from this agreement? Won't the lion's share still be earned by our base areas?" He Zudao replied. After expressing his support for Chen Ke, however, He Zudao also grew worried about Chen Ke's safety. "Chairman Chen, is Yuan Shikai truly trustworthy?"

Seeing the genuine anxiety in He Zudao's eyes, Chen Ke smiled. "Whether Yuan Shikai dares to touch me depends on how well all of you do your work. As long as we don't have problems ourselves, Yuan Shikai wouldn't dare touch a single hair on my head. If we encounter problems, we can't blame him for taking advantage of our misfortune. Of course, it's better to be safe than sorry, so we must consider the worst-case scenarios ourselves."

The comrades' expressions remained grim. Chen Ke didn't need to emphasize the benefits the base areas would gain. However, the People's Party was forced to allow Yuan Shikai's Beiyang group to obtain significant interests, which was extremely difficult for the comrades to accept.

"Chairman Chen, as someone from the Propaganda Department, I feel I have no way to explain this to the comrades below," Zhang Yu stated his view bluntly. "Yuan Shikai is now the Central Government; he naturally reaps the good reputation. If things go wrong, he'll just push the blame onto us. It's too easy for us to become the scapegoats."

"Since you already understand this, then you must fight. There must be struggle in the field of propaganda. Furthermore, let me say it again: we rely on the broad masses, while Yuan Shikai relies on those exploiting classes. In the hearts of the people, while the Manchu Qing might still have some traditional influence, Yuan Shikai has no inherent legal status. What we want are orders—massive job opportunities. These opportunities will bring the broad masses the chance to achieve a better life through their own labor. Whatever the gentry and literati say is as meaningless as a fart. Don't pay it any mind."

As he spoke, Chen Ke's expression grew serious. "Comrades, do not think that just because we aren't at war for the moment, class struggle has ceased. On the contrary, the struggle has not eased; it is unfolding comprehensively on all fronts. The fall of the Manchu Qing means our struggle to overthrow the Qing and end the imperial system is over. With that primary contradiction gone, previous secondary contradictions have become primary. Based on our Party's class stance, the other provinces are actually our enemies. Our primary enemy at this stage is those who attach themselves to European and American foreign powers. I am going to Beijing this time precisely to draw a clear line on this point."

At the mention of struggle, the comrades' spirits lifted. Zhang Yu quickly grasped the point. "Chairman Chen, you mean that if Yuan Shikai and the others follow the European and American powers, they are the enemies we must strike down now?"

"Yuan Shikai is currently so poor he'd pawn his own trousers. He has to do business with foreigners and borrow from the devils; he doesn't have many choices to begin with. But betraying the nation's interests is another matter entirely. Regardless of what choice Yuan Shikai makes now, we must overthrow Beiyang in the future, and it will surely be through military means. However, that doesn't mean we should adopt any means of struggle without a bottom line right now."

Clearly, Chen Ke's words did not find complete resonance. The comrades remained silent only because they were willing to accept Chen Ke's leadership, not because they truly accepted all of his views. From a domestic strategic perspective, the young comrades were unwilling to yield even a fraction of an inch. They clearly could not yet understand the truth behind the saying "taking a loss is a gain."

At least everyone was no longer in direct opposition. Chen Ke could only push the current situation to this level for now. The Party Committee elected a plan with Qi Huishen as the second choice, Lu Huitian as the third, and Shang Yuan as the fourth. The People's Party delegation would be led by Chen Ke, with Yan Fu and Chen Tianhua as the core members.

To the Central Committee's surprise, Chen Ke proposed sending a delegation led by Wang Qinian to Southeast Asia to connect with Chinese merchants there.

"Southeast Asia is a major market for us and a vital source of raw materials. We must begin making connections there now. The purpose of this delegation is to build a network of relationships. Don't make any promises for now. The Party Committee will discuss the specific arrangements," Chen Ke gave the overall plan.

After receiving the telegram about Chen Ke's imminent arrival in Beijing, Yuan Shikai convened a cabinet meeting.

"Chen Wenqing is coming to Beijing to discuss financial matters." This news did not bring the slightest relief to the Beiyang cabinet. To be honest, these men wanted to be rid of Chen Ke as quickly as possible. At the very least, they hoped he would come to Beijing in the capacity of a local official helping the central government, rather than as an equal. However, such thoughts were clearly unrealistic, so the attitude within the Beiyang cabinet was visibly hostile.

"President, this Chen Ke has always harbored ill intentions. This trip to Beijing is absolutely for the benefit of the People's Party. We must be careful," said Vice Premier Xu Shichang. Recently, Premier Yikuang had submitted his resignation three times; it was only a matter of time before Xu Shichang became Premier. At this moment, he had to be the first to speak.

"Juren, what scheme do you think Chen Ke might have?" Yuan Shikai was also quite worried about this. Since Chen Ke had not used military force to threaten them, he would generally use his military strength as a background to try and gain more at the negotiating table.

"The People's Party previously mentioned a conscription plan. Based on the news we've received, they've already recruited over a hundred thousand men. Including their original troops, they must have three hundred thousand. With Chen Ke coming to Beijing at this time, he's surely plotting for more than just local influence; he likely has designs on the Central Government as well," Xu Shichang replied.

"If Chen Ke wanted to be an official, he probably would have proposed it long ago. If he were willing to serve in Beijing, it would actually save us a lot of trouble," Duan Qirui countered. Everyone knew that Yuan Shikai intended to appoint Duan as Vice Premier after Xu Shichang became Premier. Seeing Duan Qirui contradict Xu Shichang, many people felt a secret satisfaction.

"President, in my view, Chen Ke has correctly identified our financial difficulties. He intends to use financial matters to build his reputation and then legitimately interfere in other territories." To some people's surprise, Duan Qirui was not trying to oppose Xu Shichang for the sake of it. Since Duan was objective in his assessment, even Xu Shichang nodded slightly at this point.

"Chen Ke is waiting for an opportunity. The Republic has just been founded, and he doesn't dare revolt. If the People's Party gains a legitimate status now, it will be hard to say later," Duan Qirui continued.

"Whether he doesn't dare to revolt or doesn't want to revolt—there's a vast difference," Zhang Jian replied. As a man from Jiangsu, Zhang Jian harbored a deep hatred for the People's Party. Along with land reform, his family's investments in northern Jiangsu had vanished. However, his clearly provocative words found little resonance within the Beiyang cabinet. Not only was there no resonance, but the looks others gave him were even rather disdainful.

Duan Qirui ignored Zhang Jian's comment entirely and continued with his own thoughts. "Chen Ke is a great warlord. He doesn't believe the Central Government is truly the central authority. In this matter of money, he naturally won't have any respect for the Center. President, I believe Chen Ke is likely to adopt the strategy of 'supplanting the host' (fan ke wei zhu)."

Yuan Shikai felt rather irritable as he listened. At the mention of "supplanting the host," his first thought was not of Chen Ke, but of the various Beiyang generals. Logically, the provincial governors should have supported the Center financially, but in reality, they not only failed to support it but also constantly demanded funds from the Center. Compared with Chen Ke, Yuan Shikai truly couldn't distinguish who was the guest and who was the host.

Thinking of this, Yuan Shikai asked tentatively, "Chen Ke said to notify the provinces first that whoever wants to participate in these negotiations must be willing to bear the Boxer Indemnity, and they must pay one million taels to the Center before joining. What are your views on this?"

Zhang Jian immediately replied, "President, although the finances of the provinces are currently tight, there will be a turnaround before long. If we shut them out this time, what will we do in the future?"

Hearing Zhang Jian's words, the other cabinet members neither supported nor opposed him; they all remained silent. These cabinet members knew full well that Yuan Shikai was very subtly expressing his dissatisfaction with the provincial governors. The Beiyang group looked to Yuan Shikai as their leader; any benefit Yuan secured would, of course, be shared with the Beiyang provinces. This was a tradition dating back to the New Army era. When it was time for pay, the officers would shout for every soldier's wage, "The one giving you your stipend is Yuan Gongbao!" For these people, it was only natural to live off Yuan Gongbao. When problems arose, Yuan Gongbao would solve them; everyone else just had to follow orders. Zhang Jian's words were the foolish talk of someone who didn't understand the situation.

Sure enough, seeing that the cabinet members remained silent, Yuan Shikai said slowly to Zhang Jian, "If they aren't willing to pay now, when will they ever be? And when exactly is this 'future'? When they have money? By the time they have money, will we still need their pittance?"

Zhang Jian wanted to argue further, but Yuan Shikai clearly had no intention of listening. "I will certainly not let Chen Ke pull any schemes this time. However, as everyone knows, I am clear-cut in my rewards and punishments. If Chen Ke truly wants to cooperate, I won't wrong him. Also, some of those below might have the wrong idea and think this is a good opportunity. Go back and manage your people; no one is allowed to touch a single hair on Chen Ke's head. Since he dares to come to me, none of you shall make me lose face."

The train carrying the People's Party delegation sped along the rails. Having ridden high-speed trains in his previous life, Chen Ke truly couldn't compliment this speed—at forty kilometers per hour, it was a snail. On the contrary, many of the young members of the delegation were riding a train for the first time. They were extremely curious about this vehicle that moved automatically and were fascinated by the ever-changing scenery on both sides of the tracks.

Huang Yuyue was one of the delegation members. Watching the landscape pass by the window, she couldn't help but think of the time when she was "kidnapped" by the People's Party. At that time, for girls like them, the things seen during the long march of the troops were already eye-opening. But compared to the train, it seemed like nothing. Moreover, she was going to Beijing, a city that "existed only in legends." What did the imperial capital thousands of li away truly look like? How magnificent and jewel-encrusted would it be? What would the Emperor and the Empress Dowager look like? How would the clothes of the people in the streets differ from those in the base area?

"Meeting time!" Hearing the shout, Huang Yuyue reluctantly pulled her thoughts back from these imaginings to reality.

Chen Tianhua was the manager of this mission, while the negotiations were handled by Chen Ke and Yan Fu. Managing the entire delegation was Chen Tianhua's responsibility. This role, essentially that of a head steward, was something he wasn't quite used to. He had asked Chen Ke why a comrade more skilled in this kind of work wasn't put in charge.

"None of us have ever done this work; we have no experience. No one is more suited for it than anyone else," Chen Ke gave an answer that wasn't much of an answer.

Since Chen Ke said so, Chen Tianhua could only take on the task. After several years of practical work, Chen Tianhua was no longer the radical youth of 1905. He noticed that Chen Ke didn't demand much of these young comrades, yet there was a subtle attitude that was even harsher than being nitpicky. This attitude could be sensed but was hard to explain, and Chen Tianhua was quite puzzled by it. During a break in work, he asked about it. "Wenqing, are you dissatisfied with these young comrades?"

Chen Ke's reply was casual. "It's not a matter of satisfaction or dissatisfaction. I'm just observing their characteristics."

"Tell me in detail so I can learn as well," Chen Tianhua laughed.

"To put it bluntly, it's a question of whether they have proletarian revolutionary consciousness," Chen Ke replied, using a phrase that was overused in the 20th century.

"Proletarian revolutionary consciousness" might be a cliché for Chen Ke, but it was quite fresh for Chen Tianhua. Not only Chen Tianhua but also Yan Fu became interested and sat down to ask, "What kind of consciousness?"

"Whether participating in labor is to accumulate capital for oneself or to improve one's own labor capacity—that is the question of consciousness," Chen Ke replied.

Both Chen Tianhua and Yan Fu were quite capable, and they began to understand the meaning behind these vague words. "Be more specific," Chen Tianhua pressed.

"You both can see at a glance whether the focus is on getting things done or on securing benefits. Specific to these young comrades, is it to do the job well, or to make us have a good impression of them?" Chen Ke smiled.

Yan Fu and Chen Tianhua nodded repeatedly; the point was now very clear.

"Then Wenqing means that in our revolutionary work, we focus on getting things done, while Beiyang first focuses on factions?" Yan Fu asked.

"It's not that simple. The Beiyang people also have to talk about getting things done. But when it comes to distributing interests, they focus on factions. For our People's Party, we first focus on class stance, and only then is there the distinction between getting things done and pursuing interests," Chen Ke gave the answer.

"Wonderful!" Yan Fu was an educator and deeply agreed with this. "Then which young comrade does Wenqing favor?"

Chen Ke shook his head helplessly. "To be honest, I'm somewhat unimpressed by all of them. Those who could gain consciousness are already comrades capable of taking on major roles in the provinces. These young comrades aren't bad at heart, but their consciousness is far from sufficient. Bringing them along this time is also for the purpose of tempering them."

Hearing such a harsh evaluation from Chen Ke, Chen Tianhua finally understood the feeling he had sensed.

Not wanting to dwell on this, Chen Ke changed the subject. "In this negotiation, Yuan Shikai will absolutely not give up his leadership. Our goal is to ensure through negotiations with the foreign devils that China's customs rights are gradually returned to our hands. But Yuan Shikai might try to borrow money from the foreigners by mortgaging the customs duties; we must pay attention to that."

Historically, after the Yuan Shikai government seized power in 1912, it repeatedly sought loans from the Four-Power Consortium in a very short period, fully exposing its financial distress and its plight of being determined to rely on foreign financial capital. The Four-Power Consortium was determined not to miss the opportunity to seize this big business on the most favorable terms. On March 12, representatives of the consortium met in London to discuss loans to China. Regarding Yuan's request for five million taels, they only agreed to provide an advance of two million taels intended for military pay. As for the advances needed after April, they reiterated their willingness to assume them all. To this end, the meeting formulated harsh conditions including supervision principles. In addition to having "priority" for a sixty-million-pound loan and having the salt tax as security—points already agreed to by the Yuan government—there were also: first, China should "immediately take steps to reorganize the salt tax and help by selecting foreign experts suggested by the Inspector General of Customs"; second, the consortium should "be given proper guarantees to control and supervise the use of the proceeds of the loans [to China]"; and third, during the period when the consortium was delivering advances and before the various treasury bonds were redeemed and the Reorganization Loan was fully issued, China should undertake the obligation "not to negotiate or sign any loan or advance contract except through the mediation of the Four-Power Consortium." From this, it is clear that the obvious purpose of the consortium was to monopolize all advances and the Reorganization Loan, to supervise and control the use of the loans, and to interfere in China's salt tax with foreign experts—in a word, to be the master of China's finances.

Chen Ke had some memory of the Reorganization Loan. Even if he couldn't remember it clearly, he could see the inevitability of it. Therefore, in this negotiation, Chen Ke's goal was to sabotage the Reorganization Loan!
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Chapter 109: The Xinhai Upheaval (Part 7)

"Chairman Chen, may I take it this way: in order to prevent Yuan Shikai from borrowing money from the foreign devils, we are going to help him secure an even larger sum of money?" Chen Tianhua felt he had a basic understanding of Chen Ke's thinking.

"We aren't simply giving Yuan Shikai money; we are going to improve his ability to do business with the foreign devils. Currently, he is almost entirely being exploited by them. What he earns from them is nothing more than a few customs duties, which are negligible. In contrast, our base area exports heavy industrial products like small hardware, and heavy chemicals like soda ash and various industrial acids—not to mention light industrial goods like raw silk and finished silk. There's also tea, porcelain, and pig bristles; all these products can earn massive profits. We use this money to buy equipment and raw materials, then continue to produce and make more money. The goal of this negotiation is to pull Yuan Shikai onto such a track."

At this explanation, Chen Tianhua laughed. "Chairman Chen, the comrades are going to want to fight you for this. Doesn't this amount to letting Yuan Shikai profit off us?"

"If we earned 100 before Yuan Shikai joined, and we can earn 400 after he joins, what harm is there in letting him earn an extra 100?" Chen Ke explained patiently. "To achieve this goal, we must first seize actual control of the customs from the foreign devils. What is imported and what is exported must be decided by our own customs. Without the cooperation of the Beiyang group under Yuan Shikai, we cannot control the entire customs system. Therefore, we must cooperate with him."

As long as Chen Ke could provide a logical reason, even if the comrades couldn't fully grasp it for the time being, they could accept his arrangements. After all, Chen Ke's previous "strange ideas" had stood the test of reality. Hearing this clear and precise explanation, even if he was reluctant to let Yuan Shikai profit too much, Chen Tianhua no longer raised objections.

"If we negotiate with Yuan Shikai, will he be willing to cooperate?" Chen Tianhua asked.

"As the newly elected President, Yuan Shikai is naturally willing to control the customs. This is a matter that gains him both prestige and practical benefit. If there's any reluctance, it's only that he might not want to share the fruits of victory with others."

Yan Fu did not interject. He preferred strong leaders, and Chen Ke's model of almost single-handedly deciding the direction of foreign policy perfectly matched Yan Fu's philosophy. Party Committee meetings were necessary, but only for deciding local work. For major affairs that determined the direction of the entire People's Party, Yan Fu hoped Chen Ke would continue to act with such "arbitrary authority."

Since the comrades had collectively elected Chen Ke as the Chairman of the People's Party, they had to accept his arrangements. This was the "organizational principle" that Yan Fu endorsed.

"If Yuan Shikai is too narrow-minded and ultimately refuses to cooperate for his own personal gain, what do we do?" Chen Tianhua asked. He still felt uneasy about Chen Ke's optimistic attitude.

"If Yuan Shikai is that narrow-minded, then he is no more than a Dong Zhuo—a man who chases small profits at the cost of his life and hesitates before major decisions out of self-preservation. We will just make him realize that at this stage, he doesn't need to pay much to secure easy benefits. Human beings die for wealth as birds die for food; that's the nature of that Beiyang crowd." Chen Ke was very confident.

The People's Party delegation rattled on the train for over two days before arriving in Beijing. Before they even disembarked, they saw the station filled with Beiyang troops, sentries posted everywhere, and soldiers armed with live ammunition.

"It seems Yuan Shikai holds us in high regard," Chen Tianhua remarked, unsurprised by the display.

"Mhm, that's right. This is a good omen," Chen Ke nodded repeatedly.

The one who came to welcome Chen Ke was Tang Shaoyi, who acted quite warmly. "Mr. Chen, after the hospitality you showed me in Anhui last time, it's my turn to oversee the accommodations for your group. It's only right that I look after all of you."

"Then I'll leave everything to Mr. Tang," Chen Ke laughed.

Obviously, these were just pleasantries. Tang Shaoyi's schedule was tight, and on the very day they arrived, Yuan Shikai received Chen Ke.

"President Yuan, hello." Chen Ke took the initiative to step forward and shake hands. This caused those around Yuan Shikai to frown.

Yuan Shikai himself didn't care much. He casually shook Chen Ke's hand and invited the delegation to sit. The representatives on Yuan's side included Vice Premier Xu Shichang, Minister of Industry and Commerce Zhang Jian, and Minister of the Army Wang Shizhen. Once everyone was seated, the negotiations went straight to the point. Yuan Shikai asked Chen Ke what plan he had prepared to solve the central government's current financial crisis.

"President Yuan, you have likely heard that the British once wanted to reach a quota import-export agreement with us, with a total trade volume of one hundred million pounds per year. Setting aside how much each side could earn from this trade agreement, in terms of customs revenue alone, it could generate five million pounds a year. I'm sure you can imagine that, President Yuan."

The high-ranking Beiyang officials sitting near Yuan Shikai felt this was simply nonsense. Zhang Jian couldn't help but say, "Five million pounds a year would certainly solve the central government's current problems. However, given our current difficulties with exports, how can we easily reach a trade volume of fifty million pounds in exports a year?"

"Regarding exports, I believe there is only one key issue at the moment: the customs have not been properly managed. In major import-export trade, we are too fragmented across every industry," Chen Ke replied. "The foreigners want to treat China as a dumping ground, and we want to treat them as a dumping ground too. Since both sides have this intention, it would be better for the central government to simply take control. Every industry should have a leader that dominates the domestic market. This way, exports can be easily controlled, and both internal and external taxes can be easily managed."

This was Chen Ke's plan. The People's Party had sufficient strength to control considerable industries, so they might as well form complete monopolies in those sectors.

Yuan Shikai and most of the Beiyang side had no objections. Ever since the Manchu Qing was forced to open its doors, "state-owned economy" had held a dominant position in the Qing Dynasty. Government investment in establishing industries had always been the mainstream model, and Chen Ke's proposal was not unconventional. Only the scale of it was truly massive.

"The key lies in the standardization of export quality," Chen Ke offered his own view. "That is to say, our exported products must have uniform standards. For example, for raw silk—the silkworm species, the length and thickness of the silk. There must be a standard for all of these. Furthermore, we must develop varieties suitable for export. China is huge, after all; both the North and the South have their own specialties, and the number of products we can export is certainly not small. If we agree on these standards and produce products according to a unified scale, there will be no problem reaching fifty million in exports per year."

Yuan Shikai listened patiently, though he was also growing somewhat restless. He had invited Chen Ke here to talk about him putting up money to repay the debts, but Chen Ke was talking at length about how to make money. This was clearly going off on a tangent. However, Yuan could understand; if Chen Ke couldn't make money, how could he provide the funds?

Zhang Jian was completely against Chen Ke's ideas. He was a major figure in private enterprise and had always supported the development of the private sector. Not to mention that his own industries had been heavily hit by the People's Party. Seeing Chen Ke's enthusiasm for the state's total control over various industries, he couldn't help but try to dampen it. "Mr. Chen, what we are discussing is the central financial crisis. What brilliant insights do you have on this point?"

"I have no brilliant insights. Regarding contributing to the national treasury, we do have some money. However, we cannot simply sit back and watch our resources be exhausted. The national revenue is like a large pancake; you must make it bigger and bigger so that everyone can get a larger share. Minister Zhang, do you find this reasonable?" Chen Ke replied.

During the first meeting, Yuan Shikai said almost nothing, while Chen Ke and Zhang Jian engaged in a heated debate over their differences. Chen Ke insisted on state leadership, while Zhang Jian believed local leadership was more appropriate. Although both sides had their own stances, to Yuan Shikai, it seemed almost reversed. Zhang Jian was, after all, a central official, while Chen Ke was a local power. It should have been Chen Ke advocating for local leadership and Zhang Jian for state leadership.

Seeing that Zhang Jian was truly going off-track, Yuan Shikai had to speak up. "Wenqing, you've had a long journey; take a rest for now."

Once the formal meeting ended, that very evening, Yuan Shikai privately invited Chen Ke to bring his wife and children to his home for an informal dinner. The one who came to welcome them was Yuan Shikai's eldest son, Yuan Keding, who was quite hostile toward Chen Ke. Chen Ke himself didn't have a high opinion of this son who had vigorously encouraged Yuan Shikai to declare himself emperor.

Chen Ke wasn't the only one "visiting"; Xu Shichang also brought his family to pay a visit to Yuan Shikai. The real negotiations thus began around the President of the Beiyang government, the de facto Premier, and the largest local power, the People's Party.

However, everyone had to follow the formalities first, meeting and exchanging pleasantries. The Yuan family had many descendants, dozens of them. Compared to them, Chen Ke's family of three truly seemed lonely and outnumbered. However, Yuan Shikai didn't shout for them to be surrounded and attacked. When Chen Ke's wife, He Ying, was a child, Yuan Shikai had seen her several times at the He family home. As an elder and the one who had once proposed a match, when He Ying stepped forward to greet him, Yuan Shikai naturally reminisced about the past and the previous connections between the Yuan and He families.

After the pleasantries were over, the women went with He Ying and Chen Ke's daughter, Chen Qianru, to talk. The three heads of households went to the study to continue the negotiations.

"Wenqing, you have always acted straightforwardly. I like that about you. Since you've come personally, why not speak the truth?" Yuan Shikai said, not with a stern face, but in a gentle tone of an elder to a junior.

"I want to work with you, Mr. President, to reclaim the customs," Chen Ke replied immediately and bluntly.

Yuan Shikai's eyes lit up instantly. Reclaiming the customs would be a major event that he could fully justify to the entire nation. Economically, it would also bring massive returns. On this point, Yuan Shikai would not object.

However, for Yuan Shikai, he had seen too many who tried to deceive with grand words. Forget about talking of reclaiming the customs—even the rhetoric of driving the foreign devils out of China was something more than a few people had said. He smiled and asked, "I wonder what brilliant strategy you have, Wenqing, for reclaiming the customs."

"The foreign devils could open China's doors with guns and cannons, but after expending so much effort, they can hardly sell many products to China—this is their Achilles' heel. What Britain, France, Germany, and America want now is to sell things to China; so we might as well buy them. I'm sure you already know the situation in our base area, Mr. President. We import European and American machinery on the basis of trade balance and export goods to their colonies in Southeast Asia. That trade scale alone is considerable. If we reach an agreement with the customs in this manner, we can certainly regain control." Chen Ke was never against global trade. China was undoubtedly one of the winners of 21st-century global trade, while in the 20th century, it was the British who dominated. Chen Ke didn't think the British could be more troublesome than the Americans.

Yuan Shikai was somewhat disappointed by this; it was the same content Chen Ke had spoken of during the day. He had thought Chen Ke would have something else to say in private. "Wenqing, you are in the South, controlling the trade in raw silk and the like; naturally, you have the confidence to say such things. But we in Beiyang don't have your convenience. Isn't this talk of expanding trade a bit like talking big without any burden?"

"Haha, Mr. President, those are just jokes. The North naturally has its own advantages, which the South cannot compare with. If developed, they would be quite extraordinary too. For instance, the soybeans in the Northeast—no matter how we in the South try, we can't grow them like that."

Upon hearing this, Xu Shichang's spirits immediately lifted.

Yuan Shikai was also a bit surprised. He asked, "Juren, is it truly so beyond the pass?"

"It is indeed so," Xu Shichang replied immediately. "In a few days, I'll have some soybeans brought in for the President to taste."

Chen Ke quickly seized the opportunity. "The quality of Northeast soybeans is excellent. They haven't been exported on a large scale yet, and the main reason is that we've never truly put these good things up for sale. I have a modest suggestion: foreign countries have international expos; we might as well hold an expo in China every year. And this expo must be presided over by the central government."

The Canton Fair was a good thing, and China could undoubtedly host one itself. After Chen Ke explained the details of an export fair, Yuan Shikai and Xu Shichang began to understand the characteristics of his proposal. Unlike ordinary market buying and selling, the purpose of an expo was to have everyone bring out their best goods and then do business openly. The purpose of government leadership was nothing more than one thing: since it was held by the government, the government would naturally take a cut in the middle.

"This tax alone might still be too little, and too slow," Xu Shichang remarked.

"Whether it's slow or not depends on how it's managed. If it's left only to the enterprises themselves, there won't be much business. But what if the government is willing to invest?" Chen Ke replied.

"Government investment?"

"Yes. For example, the Northeast soybeans I mentioned are actually just common things in the Northeast. But if the government is willing to invest and support them, and the annual yield increases significantly, the returns would be quite extraordinary. Furthermore, with an expo, we'll know clearly what the foreign devils want to buy, so the direction of investment won't easily go wrong. That's the benefit of it," Chen Ke answered.

"Then what does this have to do with reclaiming the customs?" Xu Shichang still didn't quite understand.

"Once we reclaim the customs, what business is done will naturally be determined by us. So I still suggest implementing the quota trade agreement I mentioned during the day." After circling so far, Chen Ke finally brought back the key issue.

"A quota trade agreement has two main characteristics. First, the foreign devils must feel it's profitable. Second, the state must support the products the foreigners are willing to buy. This is an export-oriented trade model."

Export-oriented trade theory was extremely simple in the 21st century; the only difference was that in the late 20th century, China could rely on foreign investment, while now China had to work desperately to uncover its own advantageous products. Along the way, Chen Ke had to consider Beiyang's interests, and he only found the single business of Northeast soybeans. However, in history, Zhang Zuolin relied on exporting soybeans to earn at least thirty million US dollars a year; in this earlier era, Northeast soybeans would surely have even more of a market.

"To make the foreign devils feel it's profitable, we must ensure a trade balance. For the Center, making money relies on customs duties. Furthermore, imported products must be controlled. We cannot import consumer goods—by which I mean cloth, grain, and luxury items. What must be imported are factory equipment and things that can improve our own strength. This point must be established."

Chen Ke wasn't afraid that Beiyang would truly achieve industrialization. If industrialization could be achieved simply by buying, there should be many more industrial nations in the 21st-century world. But clearly, since World War II, only New China has truly become an industrial power. Whether the system is a match is a key issue.

However, Chen Ke couldn't keep anything hidden; he had to at least make Beiyang feel the People's Party wasn't lying. To deceive someone, you must make the deceived party have enough confidence in the deceiver. Thus, telling the truth was the most basic point.

Sure enough, Yuan Shikai was "deceived." Beiyang had already thoroughly investigated what Chen Ke was saying. The People's Party exported raw silk, pig bristles, porcelain, and tea. They bought factory equipment. They opened mines and built railways, and their economy was thriving. Regarding the People's Party's actions of striking local tyrants and distributing land, the Beiyang group didn't believe that was the key to their success. Yuan Shikai also didn't believe it was Chen Ke's sole magic formula.

Hearing Chen Ke's introduction, Yuan Shikai felt a certain degree of trust. Even if he believed Chen Ke still harbored revolutionary intentions, at least in the matter of developing the economy, he felt Chen Ke was indeed "frank."

"But regarding the matter of reclaiming the customs, according to what Wenqing says, they haven't been reclaimed at all," Yuan Shikai asked.

"Reclaiming the customs depends on whose hands they are reclaimed into. If they are reclaimed by the Center, the local provinces will naturally feel unhappy. They believe that only when the power over customs is in the hands of the provincial governments can it be called reclaiming the customs." Chen Ke maintained a purely pragmatic attitude on this.

Hearing such a sharp remark, a trace of a smile appeared on Yuan Shikai's face, and Xu Shichang couldn't help but laugh out loud. Xu Shichang had never dealt with Chen Ke before, and this was their first true negotiation. He felt he understood somewhat why Chen Ke could have such "revolutionary achievements" just past thirty—this fearless attitude was indeed something people like Xu Shichang quite appreciated.
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Yuan Shikai, Xu Shichang, and Chen Ke discussed the future design of the maritime customs with great enthusiasm. Yuan felt he had rediscovered the feeling of his younger days when he, alongside the likes of Sheng Xuanhuai and Yan Fu, discussed major affairs during Li Hongzhang's Beiyang era. Back then, they were a group of staunch "Westernizers"—either returned students from abroad or key figures promoting Westernization in various locales. In those years, they were all in their prime, quick-witted, and full of energy. Facing complex affairs, they possessed a youthful spirit and drive, believing they could clarify the world and achieve something truly magnificent.

However, times had changed. After the First Sino-Japanese War, Lord Li Hongzhang was forced to step down, and Yuan Shikai became the leader of the New Beiyang. The Hundred Days' Reform and the Boxer Rebellion followed in quick succession, and the old brothers of those years had long since drifted apart. Only Xu Shichang remained as Yuan's unwavering supporter.

Yuan Shikai truly felt he was growing old; having only talked until midnight, he felt his energy flagging and his eyelids drooping. Xu Shichang was not much better. Yet the Chen Ke before them remained sharp and focused, discussing matters with perfect order. More remarkably, Chen Ke never took any detail for granted, nor did he display the slightest expectation of relying on others.

"Wenqing, it's late; why don't you stay here with me tonight?" Yuan Shikai said, suppressing a yawn and trying to keep his voice steady.

"Would that be an imposition?" Chen Ke was unfamiliar with the customs of this era. In the 21st century, no matter how late things went or how tired he was, he always went home to sleep.

"It's no trouble. Juren, you stay tonight as well. We'll continue our talk tomorrow," Yuan Shikai replied.

"This..." Chen Ke was still uncertain.

Xu Shichang laughed. "Wenqing, who are you doing this back-and-forth for? Since we're talking, we might as well finish before we go. Neither the President nor I will be going out tomorrow; let's at least get some results out of this."

This was reasonable. Chen Ke simply wasn't used to staying at someone else's home, but given the status of the three men, their gathering to discuss affairs could already decide China's future fate. Even if they weren't talking business but just chatting, it would trigger endless speculation. With Chen Ke coming and going from Yuan's home, heaven only knew how wild the rumors outside might become.

"Then I shall impose upon the President," Chen Ke smiled.

"You are a guest here; no need for 'President' this and 'President' that. Your teacher Yan Fu and I are old brothers; you can just call me Uncle." Yuan Shikai used a rather casual tone.

Chen Ke quickly replied, "Mr. President, since we are discussing public affairs, we shouldn't mix up the forms of address. Naturally, I should call you Uncle, but I am someone who doesn't know the rules. If I say something out of place and it's heard by those with ulterior motives, they might say behind your back that you don't distinguish between public and private. It's better to stick with 'Mr. President' to avoid errors."

"Wenqing is too polite." Although he said this, Yuan Shikai's tone betrayed a sense of agreement. In truth, hearing Chen Ke address him as President made Yuan feel that such a title, which clarified their respective statuses, was quite appropriate.

The Yuan household was quite large; Chen Ke and Xu Shichang were each given their own courtyards. Xu Shichang naturally didn't fear any harm from Yuan; his attendants stayed outside. However, Chen Ke's guards were not so relaxed; they held the courtyard tightly. Meanwhile, Yuan Shikai's guards were also on alert from the outside against Chen Ke's men. The night passed in this state of "relaxed on the outside, tense on the inside."

The negotiations continued the next day. The three had already reached a consensus the day before: they absolutely could not allow other provinces to collude with the foreign devils individually. The key to controlling the other provinces lay in the transport channels.

The People's Party held Wuhan and a considerable stretch of the Yangtze River basin, thereby controlling the inland trade routes. If provinces like Hubei, Sichuan, or even Henan wanted to trade, they had to rely on the Yangtze. Wuhan was a vital trade center precisely because of its water and land accessibility. The Beijing-Hankou Railway brought materials to Wuhan, which were then loaded onto ships for the lower reaches of the Yangtze. Chen Ke was well aware that it was only as a trade center that Wuhan could enjoy such prosperity at this stage.

Guangdong and Guangxi had their own outlets to the sea, making them harder to grasp. But for other inland regions, anyone wanting to do business with foreigners had to rely on transport hubs like railways and waterways. Once Beiyang cooperated with the People's Party, they could essentially exert total control over China's entire foreign trade.

With this consensus, a foundation of shared interests was established between Beiyang and the People's Party. Their differences began to emerge more clearly. Yuan Shikai was currently in desperate need of money and wanted to look toward customs duties for a solution. However, if trade was not balanced, customs revenue would be a double-edged sword. Domestic protests against foreign goods were frequent, as foreign products were severely impacting the national bourgeoisie in coastal areas. Cheap commercial goods were driving handicraft workshops out of business.

Yuan Shikai had considered acting as the protector of the Chinese national bourgeoisie, but a protector needed to eat and drink. The national bourgeoisie complained about the central government "betraying the country" on one hand, but on the other, they worked hard to avoid paying taxes. Yuan Shikai didn't have a magic lamp to create wealth out of thin air, nor had he mastered a spell to produce gold and silver. Everyone in Beiyang was waiting for him to provide funds; his life was truly difficult.

Chen Ke could empathize with Yuan Shikai, because even in the 21st century, Chen Ke himself had evaded taxes. If measured strictly by the law, Chen Ke was an economic criminal. Falsifying accounts was nothing; he did everything from selling invoices to swapping cash for acceptances and bridge discounting. Chen Ke had done it all in those gray areas.

Because of these experiences, Chen Ke had absolutely no fondness for the market economy. Finding someone in private enterprise willing to pay taxes was less likely than finding a sow flying freely through the sky. In America, the IRS agents carried guns; if you didn't pay, they'd send you straight to prison. Al Capone, the Chicago mob boss, had men in black trench coats carrying "Chicago Typewriters"—submachine guns—and used grenades to clear the way in gang wars. The government couldn't touch him, and the police didn't dare trouble "Uncle Capone" for a small thing like "murder." In the end, he was taken down by the IRS for tax evasion. Since then, no gang dared not to pay taxes, because American tax forms included an option for "income from unknown sources."

One could earn money through crime, but the money earned from crime still had to be taxed. This was the fundamental national policy of the United States, an extremely violence-prone police state. But China's national conditions were different; even in the base areas, they didn't dare implement such lawless practices—not to mention the executive power of Yuan Shikai's Beiyang group.

"If the provinces aren't willing to put up money, they must listen to the Center. This isn't something that any random person can participate in." Chen Ke was not at all polite toward the other provinces. There's always something hateful about those who are pitiful. Perhaps it was a change in Chen Ke's mindset, but he felt no sympathy for the "result" of being a "weakling." A temporary state of distress was not a problem; the Party had always been in crisis, and the result was an unprecedented level of advancement. The People's Party had also started from an extremely difficult situation. The difference between strong and weak was not about momentary prestige or misery; the most important thing was attitude. Chen Ke could imagine what results this trade agreement would eventually bring to the provinces. He also knew full well how they would curse the dominant Beiyang and People's Party groups. But Chen Ke was not afraid of this; the curses of losers could be seen as praise for the winners.

"Wenqing, you certainly take a detached view," Xu Shichang remarked, somewhat surprised by Chen Ke's attitude. Generally, local powers tried to unite for self-preservation. Yet the People's Party not only dared to contest the leadership of the situation with Beiyang but was also blunt toward the other provinces. To Xu Shichang, this behavior seemed almost suicidal.

"Premier Xu, the Center is cursed if it does something, and cursed if it doesn't. Since it will be cursed either way, why should the Center care about the provinces' attitudes?" Chen Ke replied.

Yuan Shikai was beginning to understand Chen Ke's entire plan. The core of Chen Ke's proposal was "trade control" domestically, and using large-scale trade agreements to court the foreign devils internationally—using the name of "promoting free trade" to allow the Center to effectively manage the content of imports and exports, rather than simply implementing a model of expanding trade.

Such a plan naturally had its advantages, but Yuan Shikai could also see that if they proceeded as Chen Ke suggested, the People's Party—which already had large-scale exports—would undoubtedly play a pivotal role. Therefore, no matter what Chen Ke said, Yuan Shikai simply listened without offering any evaluation or promise.

"The Export Fair will determine the types of products and producers to be supported, and the government will provide them with preferential support. On one hand, this ensures customs revenue; on the other, it establishes corresponding production standards. Once a standard is set, all related products must comply with it to occupy the market." Chen Ke used a common 21st-century explanation for the specific implementation points.

"Wenqing, such standards might not be so easy to propagate. If other businesses are forced to adopt the same standards, it will only lead to chaos," Xu Shichang said, sounding exhausted.

"We don't need to worry about what they do; as long as we control the sales. If products from other businesses don't meet the standards, we simply won't take them. What the customs need to manage is inspection; if the quality is substandard, that's their problem. There won't be chaos—at most, a large number of businesses won't be able to export." Chen Ke was firm on this point. He had personally witnessed how thriving state-owned enterprises had walked step-by-step toward collapse after achieving success. Regarding the self-destruction of those who failed to meet standards, Chen Ke held a complex yet simple attitude.

"Premier Xu, it's not that we want to make things hard for anyone; but if we work so hard to manage exports, we absolutely cannot tolerate those who would undermine the situation!" Chen Ke said.

Xu Shichang felt Chen Ke was being somewhat excessive. If things were executed too strictly according to rules, the results would surely be poor; Xu had seen too much of this. "Wenqing, if you do this, I'm afraid you'll end up with nothing but a bad reputation."

"Premier Xu, the Center is never meant to be praised; it's meant to be cursed. One must have at least that much sense of responsibility," Chen Ke countered, advising Xu Shichang instead.

Yuan Shikai had not spoken for a long time. Hearing this, his eyes narrowed slightly, and his gaze shifted from cold to sharp.

Chen Ke met Yuan Shikai's gaze without hesitation. Back then, "Clean-Hand" Zhu was someone everyone said should be killed. Yet as a Premier, he had indeed completed the work he was supposed to do. Chen Ke admired that. If Yuan Shikai's Center couldn't do the same, Chen Ke felt he would need to reconsider their cooperation.

Xu Shichang, as Yuan Shikai's old partner, understood better what Yuan's expression meant. Yuan Shikai didn't care about the details of Chen Ke's proposals; his current dissatisfaction was with Chen Ke's attitude of a local power coercing the central government. Yuan could be tolerant in many areas, but that was limited to those who followed his lead. Toward someone like Chen Ke, who attempted to forcefully dominate the situation, Yuan Shikai had never been polite—except toward Empress Dowager Cixi.

Among the Beiyang high officials, while Wang Shizhen was considered Yuan Shikai's "eyes," his true chief strategist—at least in critical moments—was Xu Shichang. Their cooperation had reached its peak during the Hundred Days' Reform. Xu, like Yuan, possessed both political ambition and patriotic fervor; in his youth, Yuan Shikai was indeed a patriot. When Xu was in the Hanlin Academy, following the defeat in the first Sino-Japanese War, he had joined dozens of colleagues in impeaching Li Hongzhang. During the Hundred Days' Reform, both Xu and Yuan participated in the reform movement. But at the critical moment, when the new and old forces clashed and the reformers pinned all their hopes on Yuan Shikai, who held military power, Yuan followed the advice of his "military strategist" Brother Xu: "Though the Emperor is the lord of the country, he has only recently taken power and his influence is weak. The Empress Dowager has held the reins of power for two reigns; the court officials and provincial commanders are all her confidants. The outcome of success or failure is predictable. Rather than helping the Emperor and inviting disaster, it is better to side with the Empress Dowager and secure rank and fame." Xu Shichang's word was final. Yuan Shikai deeply agreed and subsequently informed on the reformers to Ronglu. In the choice between righteousness and profit, Xu and Yuan realistically chose to pursue benefit and avoid harm. Both dyed their official hats red with the blood of the "Six Gentlemen" and thereafter enjoyed the favor of the Empress Dowager's faction, rising rapidly.

Now, Xu Shichang felt very clearly that the fate of Beiyang and Yuan Shikai had reached another critical juncture. Chen Ke's proposed trade plan seemed to empower the Center, but in reality, it was determining China's future fate. Such boldness was truly admirable, but Chen Ke's attempt to use local power to command the Center touched Yuan Shikai's bottom line. Yet in less than a day of contact, Xu Shichang also felt the same hard-line attitude from Chen Ke. If Yuan Shikai wouldn't yield, Chen Ke certainly wouldn't either.

"Wenqing, why don't we end our talk here for today," Xu Shichang said.

"Very well." Chen Ke also sensed that things were heading straight into a dead end. The People's Party had come seeking cooperation, not to kneel and surrender to Beiyang. As the leader of the People's Party, Chen Ke naturally could not allow the slightest deviation on this.

"Mr. President, I have essentially said all I wanted to say. I ask for your corrections." Chen Ke said.

Yuan Shikai pondered for a while, and his expression suddenly turned gentle. "Wenqing, what you've said makes a lot of sense. But in Beiyang, it's not for me alone to decide. Write up a document and submit it; I'll study it in detail."

"I have it ready." Chen Ke pulled a document from his briefcase. This was the comprehensive plan he had prepared.

Yuan Shikai smiled. "It seems Wenqing has come well-prepared. Then leave it for me to look over."

That was enough. Chen Ke gave the document to Yuan Shikai and took his leave. Yuan did not try to keep him but had Xu Shichang see him to the door.

Xu Shichang naturally didn't remind Chen Ke of anything; he simply politely saw him out the gate and returned to Yuan Shikai. Entering the study, he saw Yuan Shikai sitting in a chair with his eyes closed, as if asleep.

"President, Chen Ke has left," Xu Shichang said.

Yuan Shikai opened his eyes and spoke with a slightly weary voice. This was not an act; after talking with Chen Ke for so long, he truly felt exhausted. "Juren, what do you think of Chen Ke?"

"This man is certainly not easy to deal with," Xu Shichang sighed.

"Then can we cooperate on what he said?" Yuan asked.

"..." Xu Shichang was stunned; he hadn't expected Yuan Shikai to ask that.

Chen Ke's family had returned to the People's Party residence earlier that morning. When Chen Ke returned, the comrades all breathed a sigh of relief. After Chen Ke introduced the specifics of the situation, Chen Tianhua couldn't help but ask, "Chairman Chen, do you think Yuan Shikai will agree to cooperate?"

"That depends on who Yuan Shikai plans to rely on. If he plans to rely on the European and American powers, he will cooperate with them. If he wants to rely on himself, he'll have no choice but to cooperate with us."

"Is Yuan Shikai going to learn from our base area?" Chen Tianhua was quite surprised.

"Most likely. Our revolutionary cause is primarily about managing ourselves. As for many of the enemy's specific reactions—they simply have no other choices in the face of reality."

Hearing Chen Ke's words, Chen Tianhua still lacked sufficient confidence. "According to what you say, Chairman, what exactly is the difference between the two sides?"

"The difference lies in the consciousness of proletarian revolution." Chen Ke returned to his cliché.

"Explain the proletariat in more detail." Chen Tianhua still had no clear concept of the proletariat.

"The proletariat I refer to meets two conditions. First, in terms of material conditions, socialized mass production has already become the mainstream production model of society. Second, in terms of ideology, an individual's perspective is centered on social production, rather than on their own self-perception."

Chen Tianhua and Yan Fu had already transcended self-centeredness in terms of ideology, but regarding material conditions, they indeed lacked Chen Ke's vision. However, since Chen Ke had attained the position of People's Party leader through his immense advantages in ability and vision, the two did not question his words.

"The proletariat are not paupers; the idea that being poor is the characteristic of the proletariat is a misconception and a smear. This 'proletarian' (wuchan) means not possessing assets (capital), not that one has no personal property." Chen Ke used to explain revolutionary concepts mostly by the book, but this explanation of the proletariat was truly the result of his own consideration. Although the basic theory was still that of Marx and Chairman Mao, the derived conclusion was somewhat different—at least different from the explanations in the books he had read.

"As a laborer, in the complex large-scale social labor of the future, one can only complete one link of the work. For a single link to own all the production materials of that social labor is clearly unreasonable. This is where the difference between public and private ownership of the means of production arises."
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After Xu Shichang saw Chen Ke out of the gates of Yuan Shikai's residence, he immediately hurried back toward the study. To his surprise, he encountered Yuan Keding passing through the central hall. Xu Shichang was well-versed in the ways of the world; one look at Yuan Keding's awkward manner and he knew the young man hadn't just happened to be passing by, but was waiting for him on purpose. Xu Shichang intended to avoid him, but Yuan Keding stepped forward enthusiastically.

"Uncle Xu, you've worked hard these past two days," Yuan Keding said with a bright smile.

"Nephew, your father is waiting for my report," Xu Shichang replied, having no desire to engage with him.

As if failing to see Xu Shichang's intent, Yuan Keding said solemnly, "Uncle Xu, everyone knows Chen Ke harbors ill intentions, yet you and my father show him such leniency. Uncle Xu, this cannot go on forever."

"Nephew, your father naturally has his own decisions in these matters. I'm going to him now." Xu Shichang delivered a very cold reply in a calm voice. Having spoken, he ignored whatever Yuan Keding might be thinking and strode toward the study, leaving a stunned Yuan Keding behind.

Inside the study, Xu Shichang found Yuan Shikai carefully reading the plan Chen Ke had written. Yuan appeared focused, his brow furrowed, making it impossible to tell if he supported or opposed it. Xu Shichang did not wish to disturb him and sat down quietly.

"Juren, what do you think this Chen Ke's background truly is?" Yuan Shikai asked out of the blue.

"Eh?" Xu Shichang was surprised. He had never been involved in intelligence work and knew nothing of Chen Ke's origins. Moreover, Yuan Shikai had dealt with Chen Ke for quite some time; Xu couldn't understand why Yuan would ask him. Even so, he couldn't simply plead ignorance. He pondered for a moment before saying, "Judging by his actions, he seems to come from a prominent family. However, he doesn't seem to have received much in the way of proper upbringing."

Xu Shichang's casual answer resonated with Yuan Shikai. Yuan put down the document and nodded in agreement. "Indeed, he lacks upbringing. Look at him—he actually expects a local power to command the Center. How exactly did his parents raise him?"

For some reason, hearing this made Xu Shichang feel somewhat relieved. He smiled and asked, "President, do you no longer wish to cooperate with Chen Ke?"

"I absolutely cannot do as Chen Ke says," Yuan Shikai replied.

Xu Shichang stared at Yuan Shikai; the implications of those words were rich. It seemed Yuan did not object to taking money from Chen Ke, but he would absolutely not relinquish his leadership.

"Juren, in your view, will Chen Ke persist in his own opinions?" Yuan Shikai asked.

"Let me look at what Chen Ke wrote first," Xu Shichang said, not giving a direct answer.

The content of the plan was exactly as Chen Ke had described; it was entirely centered on how to gain dominance over the customs. Xu Shichang found it quite surprising. Chen Ke's analysis of the foreign devils in the plan showed no fear whatsoever. Did Chen Ke truly believe the foreign devils were easy to deal with?

But Chen Ke had risen in the Yangtze River basin, which was the British domain. Not only were there the British, but also the French, Germans, Russians, and Japanese had their own presence there. Yet after Chen Ke seized these territories, the foreign devils had shown no opposition. This in itself was abnormal. If Chen Ke had sold out China's interests, Beiyang could not have failed to know. Yet Chen Ke simply did business with the foreign devils in a proper manner, and both sides coexisted in peace. Had Chen Ke encountered a different breed of foreign devils?

"President, what do the British mean?" Xu Shichang asked after putting down the document.

"The British are practically in the same pair of trousers as Chen Ke. They resolutely demand that we in Beiyang, like the People's Party, engage in quota trade with them." At the mention of this, Yuan Shikai's expression turned quite unpleasant.

"President, our Beiyang is in the North; we naturally don't have as many products as the South. In my view, over the next year or two, we won't be able to match the People's Party in quota trade," Xu Shichang replied.

At the mention of money, Yuan Shikai's expression grew even more sour. "Juren, Chen Ke has been in the South for barely five years; how can he have earned so much money?"

Xu Shichang actually shared this lack of understanding. As a famous and capable official of the late Qing, when the Northeast was reorganized into provinces in 1907, Xu Shichang had been appointed Imperial Commissioner and Governor-General of the Three Eastern Provinces, concurrently managing the military affairs of the three provinces. At that time, the Northeast was in the midst of the Russo-Japanese War, and the foundations of the Qing were being eroded. Xu Shichang took numerous measures, including opening commercial ports, borrowing national loans, forming foreign alliances, and building railways. He also promoted New Policies in the Northeast to resist Japanese and Russian control.

Xu Shichang had governed the Northeast for only two years, yet the region's appearance was completely transformed. When the imperial relative Zaitao returned from inspecting the army in Europe and passed through Fengten (now Shenyang), he saw that "roads, electric lights, and military police were all present, and the streets were completely refreshed. Staying at the public office, it was just like the European style."

However, compared to the results achieved by Chen Ke, these achievements of which Xu Shichang was proud paled in comparison. Xu had connections in the court and enjoyed the trust of Empress Dowager Cixi. He held great power in the Northeast, which made such a performance possible. Yet in 1905, Chen Ke was still a lone man; now he had carved out a world for himself, with every intention of standing as an equal to the Center. While fighting a war, Chen Ke had not delayed making money for a single moment. Xu Shichang had heard from Yuan Shikai that Chen Ke had signed a quota trade agreement with the British. Both imports and exports had actually reached twenty million pounds a year. With a total trade volume of forty million pounds a year, even with just a five percent customs duty, the annual revenue would be as much as two million pounds. In this regard, Xu Shichang knew he truly couldn't match Chen Ke.

"President, I've heard people say that the honeycomb coal factory and the transport firm Chen Ke opened in Beijing are earning at least several thousand taels of silver a day. When it comes to business, this Chen Ke is truly an expert," Xu Shichang said.

Yuan Shikai remained noncommittal. Regarding Chen Ke's ability to make money, Yuan also felt speechless. When more than half of the over one hundred thousand households in Beijing used honeycomb coal, they must use at least two hundred thousand pieces a day. Chen Ke earned one wen per piece of coal, netting him two hundred thousand wen a day. Currently, copper coins were expensive; two hundred thousand wen was equivalent to five hundred taels of silver. And the transport firm could easily earn several hundred taels a day. That was indeed over a thousand taels a day.

Furthermore, the People's Party had already begun establishing honeycomb coal factories and transport firms in Tianjin. Even if they earned only three thousand taels a day, that was a million taels a year. An extremely wealthy family might only have a million in assets, yet the People's Party could create the wealth of such a family in a year from just two cities. If someone hadn't specifically reported this to him, Yuan Shikai truly wouldn't have believed it to be true.

Chen Ke hadn't done anything grand, yet through these ordinary actions, he had accumulated wealth that others couldn't even imagine. Yuan Shikai found that he actually couldn't understand how this was being achieved.

While Yuan Shikai and Xu Shichang were considering Chen Ke, the People's Party was also considering Beiyang. Since Chen Ke had discussed the matter in detail with Yuan, the People's Party delegation convened a meeting.

Regarding future development, Chen Ke let all members of the delegation speak their minds. Huang Yuyue was originally supposed to handle the secretarial work, but to her surprise, Chen Ke had her speak first.

Huang Yuyue hadn't expected she would be allowed to comment on such a major affair. She felt uneasy, fearing she might say something wrong. Out of anxiety, her face turned slightly red. After thinking for a while, she said, "Chairman Chen, comrades, I believe Yuan Shikai will absolutely not truly want to cooperate with us."

Everyone in the delegation stared at Huang Yuyue. She felt immense pressure and for a moment found herself at a loss for words.

Chen Tianhua couldn't let Huang Yuyue stand there in silence, letting the room grow cold. He smiled and said, "Comrade Huang Yuyue, since you say so, you must have your reasons? Let's hear them."

Those selected to be delegation members naturally couldn't be people who truly had nothing to say. Huang Yuyue quickly suppressed her unease and returned to a normal state. Her complexion recovered, and her voice became steady. "Generally speaking, everyone only sees what others have gained, but never what they have given. I'm putting myself in Beiyang's position, and I feel Beiyang will absolutely not be willing to cooperate with us. They feel we make too much money."

The young people in the delegation were quite dismissive of Huang Yuyue's words. Li Mingren curled his lip; although he didn't interrupt, his disapproval was clearly displayed on his face.

"The Beiyang group wants money now, but they don't want to work. When we work, we will surely involve ourselves in many industries, and Beiyang will be very wary of us. We wouldn't let outsiders act so freely in our base area either. Therefore, I believe Beiyang will absolutely not cooperate with us sincerely." After saying everything she could think of, Huang Yuyue wanted to sit down. But she suddenly realized she had missed a sentence and quickly stood straight. "I have finished."

"Please sit," Chen Ke said.

At those words, Huang Yuyue immediately returned to her seat. She exhaled softly, relieving her tension.

Li Mingren immediately raised his hand to speak, and Chen Tianhua let him stand up.

"It's not a matter of whether Yuan Shikai wants to cooperate; it's that he has no choice but to cooperate. Beiyang's finances are exhausted. If they want to catch their breath, they must have a sum of money to maintain operations. If they don't cooperate with us, who else will they work with?" Li Mingren had his own ideas, so his words were both loud and fluent. "Beiyang's lack of trust in us is not the problem. It's only a matter of the degree of cooperation; there will certainly not be a situation where they don't cooperate at all."

Having said this, Li Mingren scanned the room. Chen Ke was expressionless, and Yan Fu was as solemn as ever. Thus, it was impossible to tell what those two were thinking. Judging from the expressions of the other comrades, most of them agreed with Li Mingren.

Guan Zizheng was one who disagreed. Seeing that Li Mingren had finished, he immediately raised his hand. After getting Chen Tianhua's permission, Guan Zizheng stood and said, "Since Yuan Shikai needs a sum of money now, as long as it's within his tolerance, he'll borrow from anyone. Foreign banks have already begun negotiations with him. If Yuan feels that cooperating with our People's Party will lead to endless trouble, he will borrow from foreign banks even if their interest rates are high."

Li Mingren frowned and then replied, "Will Yuan Shikai be willing to take such a loss?"

Guan Zizheng shook his head slightly. "If Yuan Shikai's only option were to borrow from foreign banks, he would surely take a loss. But since he has our People's Party as an option, he can use his status as the Center to use us to drive down the prices from the foreign banks, and he can also use the foreign banks to suppress our People's Party. No matter how rotten Beiyang is, they at least know how to play such tricks."

The young comrades of the delegation found themselves somewhat confused. Those who had originally thought Li Mingren made sense now felt Guan Zizheng's logic had the upper hand.

However, Li Mingren was not convinced by Guan Zizheng. He immediately responded, "That's just wishful thinking. To do that, he'd have to put us and the foreign bank consortium in opposition. That is to say, both sides would have to be determined to lend money to Yuan Shikai. But the current situation is clearly not like that. Yuan Shikai is not in a position to preserve himself militarily. Without even being able to guarantee basic security, Yuan Shikai's hope of playing everyone in the palm of his hand is likely just a pipe dream."

Guan Zizheng also had no intention of giving up. "War is for profit. If the foreign devils fought Beiyang over a loan, wouldn't that be more trouble than it's worth? We also want to cooperate with Yuan Shikai, so within a certain range, we won't easily choose military struggle. As long as Yuan Shikai limits the struggle within that range, his security is still guaranteed."

"That's just Yuan Shikai thinking his security is guaranteed. If Yuan Shikai isn't seeking development but only seeking to overcome a crisis, his only choice left would be to borrow from the foreign bank consortium while fully utilizing our People's Party to bargain with them. Moreover, the direct result of such a loan would be that all provinces would have reason to attack Yuan Shikai for betraying the country. Wouldn't that be a loss in the end?"

Hearing Li Mingren say this, Guan Zizheng grinned. "Beiyang isn't our People's Party. I think what Comrade Huang Yuyue said earlier was quite right. Beiyang is a collection of ordinary people. At least their degree of political consciousness is no different from that of ordinary people. Our People's Party is the vanguard of the proletariat. In terms of understanding and perceiving society, Beiyang really cannot compare with us."

At this point, the conversation had moved beyond the scope of the negotiations themselves. Li Mingren felt it difficult to respond. "According to you, then, this negotiation itself is likely a wasted trip for us?"

"Sometimes you just have to take a wasted trip," Guan Zizheng replied with righteous conviction.

Hearing this, Chen Tianhua quickly called a halt to the discussion. He was experienced in such situations; in his early years doing revolutionary work in Japan, revolutionary youths would also have some interesting views when they first talked about revolution. But as the talk went on, everyone would encounter seemingly unsolvable problems, and the discussion would turn into a clash of tempers. Ending on a sour note was a relatively good outcome; it was common for arguments to lead to them becoming enemies.

The People's Party had one advantage: the Party Committee meetings were for discussing how to get things done, and there was at least someone who could keep order. Especially with Chen Ke presiding over this meeting—as long as he didn't let the comrades' disputes run wild, the situation could always be stabilized.

"Chairman Chen, what are your views?" Chen Tianhua asked.

With Chen Tianhua taking the lead, all eyes fell on Chen Ke.

Listening to the young comrades' debate, Chen Ke was actually quite pleased. That everyone could have their own insights was a good thing in itself. As long as it didn't turn into a clash of tempers and everyone could try to understand and learn from each other's ideas, they could achieve what Confucius called "when three people walk together, there is surely a teacher for me." Chen Tianhua's timely control of the discussion was also very decisive and well-timed.

Seeing everyone waiting for him to speak, Chen Ke said, "First of all, I personally oppose the phrase 'wasted trip.' This perspective isn't comprehensive enough. If we don't succeed in our negotiations this time, then we must also clearly know why we failed. Without investigation, there is no right to speak. Whether we say it's a wasted trip here, or believe Beiyang will do things that are more trouble than they're worth—I believe these ideas aren't wrong. However, none of these ideas are supported by actual investigation..."

The comrades had expected Chen Ke to decide who was right or wrong, but they were surprised when he began to "play both sides." Those who were unhappy because they didn't get Chen Ke's support naturally showed disappointment on their faces. However, some comrades already dimly understood Chen Ke's meaning. For instance, Huang Yuyue's expression was quite solemn.

"Comrade Huang Yuyue, don't think that because you are a woman, you won't have to take on the work that follows," Chen Ke said with a smile.

"Chairman Chen, do you want me to visit the Beiyang officials?" Huang Yuyue was still somewhat lacking in experience; being led by Chen Ke, she couldn't help but speak the truth.

"Exactly. Starting in a moment, everyone will first undergo etiquette training. You'll also learn some of the language used in the Beiyang officialdom. By the day after tomorrow morning at the latest, all of you must go visit the Beiyang officials. Start the actual investigation. Furthermore, we aren't just investigating; since we've come, there are certain pieces of news that must be made known. We came here openly for negotiations, so there's no need to hide basic facts. Besides, the comrades in our delegation—the men are heroic and handsome, and the women are elegant and beautiful. When you visit, this also represents the image of our People's Party."

Li Mingren and Guan Zizheng hadn't expected Chen Ke to ultimately turn a debate that seemed to be heading for a dead end toward specific investigation. Both felt a sense of clarity.

"Additionally, many of you are in Beijing for the first time; you can all take a look around the city. As long as discipline allows, everyone can go and see." Chen Ke knew that after arriving in Beijing, everyone wanted to wander the capital. Chen Ke himself loved traveling, and he believed that traveling and seeing things was a good way to broaden one's horizons.

Upon hearing this, the room immediately erupted in excitement. The delegation's discipline was strict, and no one dared to wander Beijing privately. The young people didn't say it, but they were truly anxious in their hearts. Hearing Chen Ke say they could tour the city, Li Mingren couldn't help but ask excitedly, "Chairman Chen, can we go inside the Forbidden City to see?"

"Haha." Seeing Li Mingren's excitement, Chen Ke remembered his own excitement outside the gates the first time he went to the Palace Museum. He laughed. "What's there to see inside the Forbidden City? The courtyards are a bit large, the gates are rather big. It's actually quite gloomy inside. There are a few large tripods, some old trees, and nothing else particularly special."

"Truly?" Huang Yuyue asked in surprise.

"Truly. I've been there several times, and I felt it was nothing extraordinary. The Emperor's throne in the Hall of Supreme Harmony looks good with its carvings, but it's too hard; it's not even as comfortable as sitting on a sofa. The Summer Palace is quite good, though; it's built with some interest. Rowing a boat in Kunming Lake is quite nice." Chen Ke couldn't help but talk about his own experiences.

The surroundings suddenly fell silent. The comrades stared at Chen Ke one by one, dumbstruck. At first, Chen Ke didn't know what was happening, but he quickly realized...

"Chairman Chen? You've been inside the Forbidden City, and even sat on the Dragon Throne?" Li Mingren asked, his eyes wide.



★


The Xinhai Revolution Part 10

Volume 4 - Chapter 112

❧ ❧ ❧


Chapter 112: The Xinhai Upheaval (Part 10)

Chen Ke had visited the Forbidden City as a traveler in the 1980s. To a child, the Dragon Throne had indeed felt too hard. He had no special feeling toward the thing itself; after all, it was just a chair. It was humanity that bestowed status upon the chair, not the chair that bestowed power upon humanity.

Facing the group of dumbstruck comrades, Chen Ke smiled and said, "Comrades, once we fight our way into Beijing in the future, I plan to turn the Forbidden City into a museum and open it to the whole of China. Everyone will have the chance to wander through it and even sit on the Dragon Throne."

This was Chen Ke's honest thought. At 21st-century consumption levels, if he charged ten yuan per minute, and offered an average of 200 minutes a day, he could pull in 2,000 yuan. That would be over seven hundred thousand a year. Those willing to pay dozens of yuan to see the Forbidden City wouldn't mind paying another ten or twenty for the experience. It was definitely a profitable business.

"Chairman Chen, sitting on the Dragon Throne is what an emperor does," Li Mingren said with a forced smile.

"That's where you're wrong," Chen Ke corrected him. Having let the truth slip, any attempt to smooth it over would be improper. The only thing left was to pull the comrades' thinking toward his own. "The Manchu Tatar Emperor is finished now, isn't he? I don't know if that little guy Puyi still sits on the Dragon Bed every day, but even if he does, what meaning does it have? Can he continue to be Emperor? Or will the world still see him as such? Yuan Shikai hasn't moved into the Forbidden City or sat on the Dragon Throne, yet he is still the President."

Hearing this, the status of the Dragon Bed and the Forbidden City in the minds of the young People's Party comrades plummeted. Whether one occupied the Forbidden City, sat on the Dragon Throne, or even held the title of Emperor was no longer important. The current Manchu imperial family was a living example.

"In the future, China will have no more emperors. Turning the Forbidden City into a museum is the most appropriate course. Once we have liberated all of China, that is exactly what we will do," Chen Ke laughed.

"Chairman Chen, are we truly going to liberate the entire country in the future?" Huang Yuyue seized the opportunity to ask.

"Of course. The fall of the Manchu Qing is merely a landmark event in the previous stage of the revolution. For us in the People's Party, the revolution has only just begun. You must all continue to work hard. Everyone, hurry and商量 (deliberate) to draw up a list of people you intend to visit, and then go and see them individually," Chen Ke said.

Chen Tianhua knew the time was right and spoke up at the perfect moment. "Next, I will show you the intelligence materials we have gathered on the Beiyang officials. This is confidential information. Once you've read it, do not spread it outside."

Once work was back on track, any chance to ask Chen Ke about his connection to the Forbidden City was gone. At the very least, the workload was considerable. After several thick stacks of documents were brought into the room, the young comrades were intimidated by the sheer volume of data.

As for whether Chen Ke had sat on the Dragon Throne, Chen Tianhua didn't care at all. To him, Chen Ke was the leader of the People's Party and consistently adhered to its revolutionary program; that was enough. As Chen Ke had said, this was no longer the era of imperial rule. No one could reverse this trend—not even Chen Ke.

As the young comrades began flipping through the documents, Chen Tianhua pulled Chen Ke outside. Chen Ke thought Chen Tianhua was going to ask about the Forbidden City, but instead, Chen Tianhua asked, "Chairman Chen, do you not think highly of Yuan Shikai?"

"Xingtai, in matters of diplomacy, we only learn the other party's specific reactions through constant contact. Whether Yuan Shikai will accept our suggestions, or what his intentions truly are, cannot be discovered through guesswork." Turning to work, Chen Ke regained his usual orderly manner.

Chen Tianhua nodded slightly. "I saw the plan you gave to the British. Why do I feel, Wenqing, that you view the foreign devils so favorably?"

Chen Ke laughed. "I've said this many times: the foreign devils travel ten thousand li to China for the sake of wealth. And we currently need to do business with them. Business is business; there's no need to speak lies. This is the current foreign economic policy of our People's Party."

Chen Tianhua found this hard to accept. "Publicly stating our position like this is like handing over our bottom line in advance. Won't our negotiating opponents go straight for that bottom line?"

"Contradictions and struggle are inevitable. In many cases, having to resort to coercive means—even military means—is also inevitable. Xingtai, negotiation and making peace are two different things. Negotiation is simply a way to openly express one's stance, not a way to solve the problem."

"If that is the case, then there is no problem." Once he was certain that Chen Ke had not relinquished the idea of military struggle, Chen Tianhua was completely at ease.

Yuan Shikai was truly shocked when he received news that the People's Party delegation was active everywhere, visiting central officials and National Assembly representatives in Beijing. At this critical moment, rather than continuing to cooperate with him, the People's Party was instead lobbying and campaigning everywhere. What exactly were they planning?

That news was still within Yuan's tolerance, but when he learned that Chen Ke had gone to Dongjiaomin Lane (Legation Street) to visit the various foreign legations, he knew Chen Ke had seen through his plans. Yuan Shikai paced back and forth in his room before telling an attendant, "Summon Zhao Bingjun."

Chen Ke knew that visiting the various legations would cause problems, but that wouldn't make him change his plans. Regardless, diplomacy was diplomacy. And speaking of Republic-era diplomacy, one had to mention Dongjiaomin Lane.

Dongjiaomin Lane was an old street. During the Yuan Dynasty, it and Xijiaomin Lane on the west side of the square were connected as a single hutong called "Jiangmi Lane." Because it housed the tax office and customs for grain transported via the canal into the capital during the Yuan Dynasty, it became a bottleneck for transporting grain from the south to the north, hence the name. Outside the east wall of the capital of the Great Yuan, there was a waterway. In 1292, the Tonghui River was excavated to connect the Grand Canal. At that time, grain transport ships moored directly in the Chuanban Hutong area outside the city. People unloaded and sold grain on the spot, thus forming a grain market street.

After China's defeat in the Second Opium War in 1860, the Treaty of Tianjin signed by the Qing government with Britain, France, America, and Russia stipulated that the British envoy formally move into the Prince Chun Mansion in East Jiangmi Lane in March 1861. The French envoy moved into the Prince An Mansion. The American envoy occupied the private residence of an American citizen, Dr. S. S. Williams. The Russian envoy occupied the Russian House, an Orthodox church built there in the early Qing.

Subsequently, the legations of various countries all chose the Dongjiaomin Lane area as their sites. By the time of the Boxer Rebellion in 1900, there were legations for France, Japan, America, Germany, Belgium, the Netherlands, and many other countries. When the rebellion broke out, as a gathering place for foreigners in the late Qing, Dongjiaomin Lane became a primary target of attack. A nursery rhyme of the time went: "Eating noodles without vinegar, shelling Xishiku; eating noodles without sauce, shelling Jiaomin Lane." The former referred to the Xishiku Cathedral at the foot of the western imperial wall, and the latter to Dongjiaomin Lane. After the Boxer Rebellion in 1900, according to the Boxer Protocol, East Jiangmi Lane was renamed Legation Street. In maps drawn by the Chinese, it was formally renamed Dongjiaomin Lane and became a legation quarter managed by the various legations themselves. Of the Qing government offices on this street, only the Ministries of Personnel, Revenue, and Rites, and the Imperial Clan Court remained; the rest were moved out. Subsequently, foreign banks such as HSBC and the Chartered Bank of the UK, the Russo-Asiatic Bank of Russia, the Yokohama Specie Bank of Japan, the Deutsch-Asiatische Bank of Germany, and the Banque de l'Indochine of France appeared here, along with French post offices, hospitals, and numerous Western-style buildings. This legation quarter was preserved after the Xinhai Revolution until 1937, when the Second Sino-Japanese War broke out and diplomats from the Axis powers, except Germany and Italy, were handed over to the National Government.

The important entities on this street were those foreign banks; it was they who supported the economic presence of the foreign devils in the Far East.

"This street is truly inferior to Wuhan," Chen Tianhua remarked. The urban planning of Wuhan had been led by Chen Ke, and it was filled with the flavor of 21st-century Chinese economic development zones. At least from the models and renderings, it was clearly evident—wide roads, hard pavement, drains covered with concrete slabs, and broad green belts on both sides of the streets. In the empty spaces cordoned off by these roads were residential communities. It looked grand and formidable. Chen Tianhua and Chen Ke had visited Dongjiaomin Lane before, and at that time, they hadn't felt the street was particularly poor; looking at it now, it seemed narrow and cluttered.

Chen Ke did not share that thought. The last time he came here was for a cocktail party at the German Legation; it was at that same party that he first spoke formally with his wife, He Ying. Thinking of this, Chen Ke smiled. What he spoke of, however, was something else. "Wang Bin will be returning home soon. What do you think of letting him temporarily take charge of diplomacy?"

Chen Tianhua had dealt with Wang Bin quite a bit in 1905, but he had no idea to what extent Wang Bin could handle diplomacy. "Actually, for true diplomacy, I feel Mr. Song Jiaoren would be more appropriate."

In Chen Tianhua's view, Wang Bin was not truly a revolutionary. In contrast, Chen Tianhua hoped the People's Party would restore contact with Song Jiaoren.

"Our People's Party is an extremely exclusive organization. In the future, the other revolutionary parties will, in a sense, all be our enemies." Chen Ke's reply was rather blunt and simple, but there was no other way. This issue had long been discussed in a systematic way in the Party Constitution: "All comrades who voluntarily join the People's Party must, before joining our ranks, break all ties with those parties and groups that run counter to our program."

This was the theoretical basis for the "political background investigation" that many people criticized. But it was also the core foundation for ensuring the People's Party's survival. The People's Party stated clearly in its own program: "We do not want those who eat from our pot but secretly serve another."

Chen Ke's carriage stopped once again at the gates of the German Legation. It was very impolite to visit an embassy unannounced. According to foreign custom, one had to wait for the foreigners to invite you to the legation. And the first to send Chen Ke an invitation was the German Ambassador.
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The German Legation appeared magnificent, fully equipped with murals, tapestries, and other decorations. Aside from a complete lack of artistic soul—all the decorations being arranged in the most rigid, formulaic manner—one really couldn't find fault with the interior.

"Xingtai, I'm going to have them swap the coffee for tea. Do you want to swap too?" Chen Ke asked Chen Tianhua.

"I... I'll swap as well." Chen Tianhua actually wanted to taste the coffee, but he didn't want to go against Chen Ke's lead. More importantly, since Chen Ke said so, there was likely a good reason for it.

"This coffee is both sour and bitter; I'm afraid you won't be used to it." Chen Ke could never accept the original version of coffee; his reason for having Chen Tianhua switch to tea was truly nothing more significant than that.

Since it was a legation, at least some of the staff understood Chinese. At the very least, the Chinese translators waiting on the side understood it. Hearing Chen Ke's request, their faces showed looks of astonishment. They had never seen anyone dare to put on such grand airs in front of foreigners. Regardless of what the coffee actually tasted like, daring to demand the host change the drinks was an extremely rare occurrence in the China of this era.

While it's true one should follow the host's lead, when the host asked the guests what beverage they wanted, Chen Ke felt it would be foolish not to swap the detestable original-flavor coffee for tea, which he could actually tolerate. If anyone thought he was being too arrogant, he could only let them say what they wished.

The German Ambassador didn't think much of it. Diplomacy was a process of constant contact and deepening understanding. The fact that Chen Ke specifically requested to swap the coffee had already been recorded; discovering the other party's preferences was part of diplomacy. Using the beverage as a starting point, the conversation unfolded.

"What type of food does Mr. Chen like to eat?"

"I don't cook myself; the chef handles the meals. I eat whatever the chef prepares."

"Do you not have any favorite dishes of your own?"

"The cook surely has his own favorites. As for myself, once I've eaten, I forget the taste."

Chen Tianhua had never seen someone lie so sincerely. If he hadn't known Chen Ke's background and the nature of the People's Party, he might have been fooled. Chen Ke always opposed providing exclusive chefs for leading cadres; in responding to the German, he spoke of the master chefs in the communal canteen as if they were his personal cooks.

The Germans didn't really want to talk about fine dining with Chen Ke either; this was just the opening of the conversation. They also wanted to see if Chen Ke had any requests for Germany. After blowing smoke for a while, it turned out Chen Ke had no other intentions; the entire talk was meaningless nonsense. The German Ambassador and the Counselor beside him exchanged a glance—a prearranged signal.

The Counselor said, "Mr. Chen, I wonder how the People's Party views German rights and interests in Shandong?"

Chen Tianhua immediately perked up. The People's Party had seized southern Shandong. And while the Germans had snatched rights in the province, they hadn't yet been able to extend their reach into the People's Party's controlled areas. However, a conflict between the two sides was not impossible. Chen Tianhua held his breath, waiting to hear how Chen Ke would respond.

"What rights and interests does Germany have in Shandong? Why don't I know about this?" Chen Ke said with a look of pure innocence.

"Mr. Chen, what kind of joke is this!" the Counselor's words were translated.

"The German government and our People's Party government have never signed any treaties. When you say Germany has rights in Shandong, I truly didn't know such a thing existed," Chen Ke replied, still innocent.

The Counselor and the Ambassador exchanged several looks. They had originally envisioned several scenarios, but they hadn't expected Chen Ke to use ignorance as an excuse and refuse to recognize German rights in Shandong. After a flurry of murmurs to the translator, the man translated the German's words into Chinese: "We have signed treaties with the Chinese central government; Germany possesses special privileges in Shandong."

Chen Ke laughed. "Whichever government you signed the treaties with, you go find that government. What's the point of coming to me?"

This was a direct and blunt denial. The atmosphere in the meeting room, which had just been discussing pleasant topics like food and drink, suddenly shifted. The situation hurtled toward a breakdown. The only constant was Chen Ke's consistently flippant yet serious tone.

"Does that mean the People's Party does not recognize the treaties signed by the previous Chinese central governments?" the Counselor asked in a threatening tone. In all his years, this was truly the first time he had encountered a character like Chen Ke. In these times, during official negotiations, as long as the foreigners showed a hard-line attitude, the Chinese side would usually retreat. The Counselor had found this to be true without fail.

"The 'Chinese central government' you refer to, I assume, means the recently fallen Manchu Qing government." Chen Ke's voice underwent a subtle change; the tone remained the same, but the casual air vanished completely. "As the heads of this legation, I'm sure you are aware of the situation in China. One of the primary reasons the Manchu Qing government was abandoned by China was precisely because they signed certain agreements with you."

Once these words were out, everyone in the meeting room changed countenance. Chen Tianhua had seen Chen Ke negotiate with Beiyang and other factions, and Chen Ke had never driven things to a direct deadlock then. He had thought Chen Ke would act similarly when negotiating with foreigners. However, the facts before him proved otherwise.

The Counselor had never encountered such a negotiating opponent in China. He looked at the German Ambassador; as long as the Ambassador gave a signal, the Counselor was prepared to use even more intense language to intimidate Chen Ke. But despite waiting, the signal never came. Instead, he saw the German Ambassador looking at Chen Ke with a cold, stern gaze. Chen Ke stared back at the Ambassador like a fighting cock, the two of them competing in a test of wills.

In the end, it was the German Ambassador who softened first. He weighed his words before saying, "Mr. Chen, you once said you wanted to maintain the status quo. I would very much like to know what exactly you mean by 'maintaining the status quo.'"

"Maintaining the status quo means that when we took the territory in Shandong, there were no Germans in the areas we controlled, so that status quo must be maintained. Until Germany reaches an agreement with our base area, there can be no Germans there. That is maintaining the status quo," Chen Ke replied.

Hearing Chen Ke's explanation, Chen Tianhua pressed his lips together with some effort. If he didn't, he feared he might burst out laughing. Although he had often thought about how they must abolish all unequal treaties, when actually facing the foreign devils to discuss them, he hadn't realized that many things could be said in such an interesting way.

The German side, however, could not laugh. After hearing the translators' long-winded explanation, Chen Ke's stance was clear enough: the People's Party would absolutely not recognize previous treaties.

The reason Germany was the first to invite Chen Ke was because the People's Party's action of establishing Huaihai Province had touched upon German interests in Shandong. While doing business was the British hope, the Germans, in addition to trade, also hoped to control the Shandong region of China. Now that southern Shandong had been seized directly by the People's Party, the Germans were naturally unhappy.

"You have an obligation to abide by the treaties. This is international practice," the German Ambassador said, using the most moderate language possible.

"The successor to the Manchu Qing is the new Central Government of the Republic. In a sense, we are still in a state of war with that government. You are coming to me to talk about treaty issues; you've simply found the wrong person," Chen Ke replied with a smile.

"I said earlier that one of the great crimes of the Manchu Qing's fall was the signing of many treaties. We in the People's Party will not repeat those mistakes. If you all hope we will yield on such matters, I can only tell you that in my hometown, we have a saying for things that cannot be done: 'Wash up and go to sleep'—which is to say, keep dreaming. My attitude is, if the German side expects us to recognize the treaties signed by the Qing and wants the People's Party to abide by them, then you don't even need to wash; just go straight to sleep."

The intense malice hidden in these words truly stumped the translators. They had never heard the phrase "Wash up and go to sleep," so they didn't understand the unspoken part: "Keep dreaming."

The only thing they could be certain of was that Chen Ke firmly refused to recognize any treaties. After a brief, low-voiced discussion, they managed to translate this direct meaning to the German side.

The Counselor was infuriated by Chen Ke's words. He looked at the German Ambassador again, and this time, the Ambassador finally gave a signal. The Counselor felt a slight relief and then said in a fierce tone, "Is the People's Party prepared to be in a state of hostility with us?"

"Haha," Chen Ke laughed. "Do you mean that Germany is going to formally declare war on the People's Party?"

This was the very content the Counselor intended to use to frighten Chen Ke, but having it stolen by Chen Ke instead left the German side choked up. Although Germany loved to boast of "Blood and Iron," the German Legation did not have the authority to declare war on behalf of the German government and the Emperor. Let alone declaring war, even deploying military force to strike the People's Party would require Germany to secure the support of other nations.

However, the German Legation naturally wouldn't show weakness before a Chinese person. The Counselor shouted, "That depends on your own attitude!"

"Our attitude has always been consistent: as a local government of China, our People's Party has the duty to defend China's national interests as well as local interests. Of course, we also recognize your side's stance in striving for your own interests. Therefore, we hope your side can clearly state what exactly you intend to do. Threatening us with such vague words is meaningless."

Watching Chen Ke fearlessly and properly deal with the Germans, Chen Tianhua replayed Chen Ke's words in his mind. Defending the nation's interests was a stance that had to be maintained, but how one expressed that stance required great skill. However, Chen Tianhua soon realized that as a cadre in Shandong, if Germany moved against the province, he and his people would be the first to face the enemy. Thinking of this, he felt a genuine sense of excitement.

The negotiations had reached this point, and both sides had informed each other of their basic stances. The German side was hard-line but limited by their status, unable to directly take further coercive measures. The situation fell into a stalemate.

Chen Ke didn't bother saying more and simply rose to take his leave. The German Ambassador did not try to keep him, and the People's Party's first diplomatic visit thus drew to a close.

"Chairman Chen, what will the Germans do?" Chen Tianhua asked after he and Chen Ke were seated in the carriage.

"The Germans? What they're good at is pretending to be a military power. And those Junker hillbillies are famously boneheaded. Don't worry about what they say," Chen Ke gave a response typical of a 21st-century online forum.
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"Doesn't Germany follow an 'Iron and Blood' policy?" Chen Tianhua did not think Germany was "boneheaded." Among the rising stars of the world, Germany—a nation built on industry and war—had always been highly praised by young Chinese intellectuals.

"Chancellor Bismarck was a civilized man; he was a diplomat. He served as an ambassador in Russia and France and spoke several foreign languages. Facing that group of pigs in the German parliament, he could only use language pigs could understand to articulate his reasoning." Chen Ke was not impressed by the "Iron and Blood" policy. "Xingtai, let me ask you: if something is publicized with great fanfare, what does that indicate?"

Chen Tianhua thought for a moment and gained some insight. "To publicize something indicates that it is lacking."

"Exactly. Chancellor Bismarck publicized 'Iron and Blood' in the parliament precisely because the dregs in the German parliament were all cowardly fools. The Germans today are no different from those in the Chancellor's era; they've simply parrot-learned a slogan of 'Iron and Blood' from him. Furthermore, after Bismarck established the Little German Empire through three wars, he devoted himself to peace. He formed the Three Emperors' League. In his later years, he opposed all that 'Iron and Blood' shouting."

Chen Tianhua had not been exposed to the vast amount of later research on Bismarck; in fact, he wasn't even very clear on the Chancellor's life. But since Chen Ke said so, he accepted it completely. He asked, "So the Germans are only making verbal threats?"

Hearing the trace of trepidation in his tone, Chen Ke laughed. "Xingtai, tell me the truth: are you worried because we haven't made preparations to fight the foreign devils?"

Chen Tianhua knew this was Chen Ke's tactful way of asking; Chen Ke simply hadn't used sharp words like "are you afraid." But re-reading Chen Ke's previous words, Chen Tianhua realized he might have been acting on emotion. The core of what Chen Ke said was "not being prepared to fight the foreign devils."

"Indeed, we are not prepared for that," Chen Tianhua replied.

"If you aren't prepared, then go study the contents of the Boxer Protocol; everything is specified there. Exactly how many foreign troops are in China and where they are stationed. In our intelligence work, we don't necessarily have to hunt for secret documents. The more common the information, the easier it is to collect. Then, using social analysis to examine the intelligence, everything becomes clear."

Chen Ke began to explain common knowledge from the future. "For example, if the Germans want to go to war, the first thing they must do is prepare food and ammunition. Many of the intelligence systems we've established are engaged in business; such news travels fast in those circles. Furthermore, the Germans cannot conjure men out of thin air. If a fight starts now, they can only use the small force they have in Qingdao. What do they have, four thousand men in total? A dozen or so warships? If the Germans rely on those four thousand men to invade our base area, isn't that just delivering meat to our door? If their warships enter the Yangtze, can we truly let them reach all the way to Wuhan?"

These words were filled with murderous intent, and Chen Tianhua was dazed by Chen Ke's sharp attitude. "But after war breaks out, our economy will surely be affected."

"Being affected is because our own industrial capacity is limited; I generally don't view these two issues as one and the same," Chen Ke replied.

It took a great deal of effort for Chen Tianhua to understand Chen Ke's meaning: Chen Ke actually didn't care about war at all. Furthermore, based on his understanding of Chen Ke, he sensed that Chen Ke even had an intention of looking forward to this war.

"Chairman Chen, if we fight the Germans, what will Britain and France think?" Chen Tianhua couldn't help but ask.

"Haha," Chen Ke laughed. The foreign devils might appear to be a monolithic block when it came to exploiting China, but that was not the case at all.

"Xingtai, during the Russo-Japanese War, Japan issued bonds, clearly intending to fight Russia to the death. And the result? The war bonds were issued nonetheless. In the Boer War, although the Boers did not receive comprehensive support, there were plenty of European and American nations secretly selling arms to them. What Europe and America want is profit; as long as it fits their immediate interests, they will do it. As for whether the ones being struck are 'white pigs,' the other white pigs don't care. Therefore, this requires diplomacy to drive it forward," Chen Ke explained patiently.

Chen Tianhua was already a true revolutionary, but he did not have Chen Ke's vision from a hundred years downstream. Thus, he was awed by Chen Ke's boldness. He asked with little confidence, "Chairman Chen, have you come this time to negotiate with Europe and America to ultimately reach an agreement, or are you prepared to fight them?"

"What do you think I've come for?" Chen Ke laughed.

"I... I think you've come to reach an agreement," Chen Tianhua finally gave an answer.

"Exactly. I'm here to sign an agreement. Europe and America want to sign one too; it's just that our stances and perspectives on interest differ. Therefore, whether it is war, peace, meetings, or insults—there is no difference. The only difference is what result is ultimately achieved." Chen Ke hoped Chen Tianhua would serve as Foreign Minister, and he explained this to him in detail.

Chen Tianhua knew Chen Ke's intentions, but having reached this level of discussion, he had a new discovery. "May I take it that diplomats simply apply 'powder and rouge' to the result? That what is said on the surface is actually meaningless?"

"Creating that result is not the work of diplomats. But applying powder and rouge to the result—if one were to use a metaphor, it's like a person's eyebrows," Chen Ke also gave an answer.

Chen Tianhua pondered this sentence for a while and couldn't help but laugh. "It is indeed so. Eyebrows seem useless, yet if someone truly had no eyebrows, things would be completely wrong."

After laughing, Chen Tianhua became serious again. "Chairman Chen, what do you think about this German matter?"

"Our People's Party loves peace, and our Chinese people love peace; therefore, we will never fire the first shot," Chen Ke used a diplomatic cliché frequently used by the later Party.

"What exactly does that mean?" Chen Tianhua clearly did not have the boldness of the leaders of New China.

"We will never fire the first shot, and I will never give the enemy a chance to fire a second," Chen Ke said the full sentence. There were many examples in history of never firing the first shot, such as the Xisha Naval Battle. Chronologically, South Vietnam fired the first shell, but the well-prepared People's Liberation Army immediately returned fire. Due to the firing angle and rate, it was actually the Chinese shells that hit the enemy first. This fit the realm of a master's "striking after the enemy but hitting first" in martial arts legends.

In that entire naval battle, South Vietnam essentially fired only 1.5 shells, while the PLA fired over 600 shells and 3,000 rounds, not including the grenades the PLA threw onto the South Vietnamese ships during close combat.

That was the true attitude of loving peace: "If we seek peace through struggle, then peace will survive; if we seek peace through compromise, then peace will perish." Ever since that naval battle, South Vietnam never engaged in another naval battle with the PLA. The Korean War and the Sino-Indian War were the same. A single war bringing over half a century of peace can truly be called a deed of boundless merit.

"Xingtai, I want to share some of my personal views. Let's treat this as a heart-to-heart talk, shall we?" Chen Ke said.

"Sure." Chen Tianhua naturally wouldn't refuse. A heart-to-heart talk, a kind of abstract meeting, was also similar to a private lesson, covering very conceptual things. To receive private instruction from Chen Ke was something very important.

"My family's ancestral attitude toward work goes like this: if you truly want to earn someone else's money, then wait for them to come to you. If they come to you, it shows they need you. Since they need you, they must bring money. If they don't bring money, we don't work for them," Chen Ke said.

The logic was sound, but it sounded too idealized to Chen Tianhua. He waited silently for Chen Ke to continue.

"Therefore, if you want someone else to do something, don't waste words; bring money, bring benefits, and seek cooperation from them. Try to secure the opportunity to spend that money. In fact, our revolution follows this very path. All that talk of us 'leading the masses' in revolution is nonsense. The truth is that the masses support us in revolution. Of the many things we've established, which one wasn't us working hard to let the masses gain income and benefits through labor? Without the support and understanding of the masses, if it were just us few performing by ourselves, would that be anything but a monkey show?"

Hearing this, Chen Tianhua couldn't help but think of the livestock farm he had established in Hebei. Although the farm ultimately failed, that was the result of a conflict between the system and interests in the broader environment; the farm itself had not failed. His experience in Hebei had given him profound lessons; whenever he encountered problems in his work, Chen Tianhua would often think of that experience.

"Then what does this have to do with negotiations?" Chen Tianhua was somewhat puzzled.

"To get something done, there are two methods. The first is to talk about interests. If interests or stances cannot be reconciled, yet the matter must still be pushed forward, we can only adopt the second method—and that is to take the other party's life. At this stage, we are still approaching it from the perspective of interests. As long as it aligns with our stance and is within our acceptable range, anything can be negotiated. I believe Britain and France can reach a compromise on the basis of shared interests. But there are also nations accustomed to dealing with the Manchu Qing; they believe that as long as they strike us with force, we will be forced to yield to them, regardless of victory or defeat, for fear of being unable to sustain such a war for long. Toward such people, we can only take their lives on Chinese soil at this stage. This is a Homeland Defense War against aggression. In such a situation, a People's War will surely win."

"Can we definitely win?" Chen Tianhua had never participated in a foreign war, nor had he seen a precedent for a Homeland Defense War winning, so he was somewhat skeptical of Chen Ke's confident assertion.

Chen Ke had seen many such examples, setting aside the Korean War and the Vietnam War. In the Afghan War that Chen Ke had personally witnessed—with the advanced military technology and methods of the United States, the Afghan Taliban was originally powerless to resist. Yet the American devils were dragged by a continuous war of attrition until they were forced to withdraw; that was an unmistakable fact. And in 1911, the foreign devils were completely incapable of reaching the level of power of the 2011 US military.

So Chen Ke replied with righteous conviction, "We will surely win."

In the following days, Chen Ke visited the British and French legations in succession and met with several foreign banks, including HSBC, the Chartered Bank of the UK, the Russo-Asiatic Bank of Russia, and the Banque de l'Indochine of France. He pointedly left Germany to one side.

The People's Party had already reached a basic agreement with the customs authorities led by the British, with plans for both sides to reach a forty-million-pound quota trade agreement as soon as possible. Chen Ke now suggested a "Treaty of Friendship, Navigation, and Commerce" to bring in the Beiyang government as well, aiming to reach a trade agreement of one hundred million pounds per year.

Once this "pie in the sky" was thrown out, although the British and French ambassadors did not think it would be easy, if they could truly complete a quota trade agreement of such a scale, they would immediately become national heroes. As for the foreign bank consortium, although they generally considered Chen Ke a great braggart, they all believed it was only a matter of how much he was bragging. The actions in the People's Party base areas led them to believe that Chen Ke truly wanted to push this matter forward.

The British side immediately sent a formal letter to Yuan Shikai, inquiring about matters related to this.

Yuan Shikai never imagined Chen Ke would cause such a stir. After reading the letter, he didn't even have the heart to utter a couple of curses.
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Chapter 115: The Xinhai Upheaval (Part 13)

Every time Yuan Shikai held a meeting, the Beiyang crowd surrounded him like stars around the moon. Of course, in the past, when Yuan himself was following others, he had to treat his superiors the same way. But recently, Yuan Shikai had suddenly grown tired of this behavior from the Beiyang group.

"How many people came to inquire about the trade agreement today?" Yuan Shikai asked with a cold face.

The expressions of those in the cabinet varied. Some clearly did not want to get involved in the matter; they either feigned composure or looked slightly uneasy upon seeing Yuan's expression.

Others were clearly opposed. Zhang Jian, for example, replied immediately, "President, the Ministry of Agriculture, Industry, and Commerce oversees the economy. Countless people have come by these past two days, all asking about this matter. I truly don't know how to answer them. The People's Party is spreading news everywhere; their intentions are truly sinister."

At this point, someone spoke up: "You can't say that. If this agreement can be reached, doing business will become much easier."

This was a clear stance of support for Chen Ke's proposal. Zhang Jian looked toward the voice and saw Yan Xiu, the Minister of Finance (Du Zhi Minister). The position of Minister of Finance was similar to that of a Treasurer, and Yan Xiu had never been one of Yuan Shikai's die-hard supporters. It wasn't surprising to hear such a "self-righteous" remark from him.

That someone actually dared to support the proposal of an "outsider" like the People's Party immediately triggered a war of words within the Beiyang cabinet.

Yuan Shikai watched the debate with cold eyes. Having become President, in the eyes of most people, he was now equivalent to an Emperor. Moreover, the advantage Beiyang held was so immense that it was unshakable in today's China. The North, at least on the surface, submitted to Yuan Shikai, while the southern provinces were isolated and weak. Beiyang had also occupied Zhejiang, effectively driving a deep stake into the South. The only ones who dared to stand against the Center were the People's Party. However, Yuan Shikai knew full well that the People's Party had truly exerted great effort to help him reach where he was today.

But none of this could put Yuan at ease. If the current situation had been forged entirely by his own hands, it might be different. A realm won by oneself has extremely stable superior-subordinate relationships. But while others didn't dare say it openly, Yuan Shikai knew in his heart that his current position felt more like "stealing the country" than "conquering" it.

As someone who had studied the classics since childhood, Yuan Shikai felt he was essentially another Zhao Kuangyin. The matter of the "Yellow Robe being added to the body" was not particularly glorious, and those around him who had draped the robe over his shoulders were not necessarily well-intentioned. Chen Ke's sinister motives went without saying—at least Chen Ke was completely open about his opposition. As for those who publicly supported Yuan Shikai on the surface, Yuan himself had no idea how many were truly loyal to him personally.

He watched Zhang Jian fiercely attack Yan Xiu with accusations that "the People's Party is colluding with the foreign devils, using foreign influence to bolster themselves and coerce the Center." It seemed Zhang was being so loyal to the Center. In reality, Yuan Shikai knew very well that Zhang Jian was merely borrowing the name of the Center. In the entire cabinet, the only ones truly committed to following Yuan were Zhao Bingjun, the Minister of Civil Affairs, and Duan Qirui, the Vice Minister of the Army. Aside from them, there were the Royalists led by Liang Qichao, the local powerhouses led by Sah Zhenbing, the "Pure Stream" faction led by Shen Jiaben, and the "Detached" faction led by Wang Shizhen. The attitude of these people toward Yuan Shikai was more like being "colleagues in the same hall" from the Manchu Qing era. Yuan Shikai had yet to establish absolute dominance of his own.

Even without comparison, Yuan Shikai, having ascended to the position of China's paramount leader, could no longer accept this situation. And now that he had to compare himself with the People's Party, his dissatisfaction intensified.

Chen Ke undoubtedly held absolute leadership within the People's Party. Yuan Shikai felt he could imagine it: everyone in the People's Party had been personally trained by Chen Ke. It was impossible for them not to be loyal to him. Take the events of the past few days as an example. The young cadres in the People's Party delegation were parading through the streets, visiting central officials. As long as an official held a significant rank, these reckless youths dared to knock on their doors. According to reports, it wasn't just men; several young women were also showing their faces, openly appearing before central officials as representatives.

The officials in the capital naturally looked down on women, but they didn't dare offend the People's Party. In the end, they could only hold their noses and receive these girls. And the girls actually dared to "talk business," seriously testing the attitudes of these central officials toward the "trade agreement."

Yuan Shikai had long ago experienced the lawless and disrespectful nature of the People's Party youth. But the officials in the capital should at least know some rules, shouldn't they? Yet there were those blind enough to try and echo the proposal. Inquiries and even lobbying were catching the cabinet off guard.

A group of young people knew how to work with one heart and one mind. Yet a grand cabinet, when faced with a problem, only knew how to bicker. This left Yuan Shikai feeling extremely disappointed.

"Enough," Yuan Shikai said. Those who could climb to this status in officialdom were all clever individuals; if allowed to argue, they could go on for days and nights, let alone hours. But Yuan Shikai truly didn't have that much time to waste on such matters.

"By the day after tomorrow at the latest, we must have a counter-strategy," Yuan Shikai ordered.

Hearing his words, the cabinet members looked at each other. Yuan did not give them a chance to argue but commanded, "Juren, you are the Vice Premier and hold the highest rank here. You will be in charge of this."

Although Xu Shichang did not refuse, a look of difficulty appeared on his face. Yuan Shikai knew that even though Xu Shichang held the highest rank, these ministers and vice ministers wouldn't truly follow his orders. But Yuan had no choice; the situation in Beiyang was such that either Yuan alone made the decisions and everyone listened, or there was a long period of buck-passing. It was difficult to produce a solution to the immediate problem.

But this wouldn't do. Yuan Shikai had given these people such high positions so they would get things done, especially those who could shoulder the burden at such a critical moment. In truth, Yuan himself was now undecided and needed these people to draft options for him to choose from.

"Discuss it amongst yourselves," Yuan said, then rose to his feet.

The cabinet members were quite adept at these surface formalities; they stood up from their chairs almost like springs. "We respectfully see off the President," Zhao Bingjun said with great deference.

Just after sitting down in his office, Yuan Shikai felt a wave of dizziness. He habitually sat upright, pressed his hand to his forehead, and closed his eyes for a long time before he felt he had recovered.

"Sigh..." Yuan Shikai let out a rare sigh. When he served under Empress Dowager Cixi, he had at one point held eighteen concurrent posts, but regardless, he only had to be responsible for one region or specific affairs. It wasn't until he seized central power in 1909 that Yuan Shikai truly held great authority. But since then, he hadn't enjoyed a single day of that feeling of being high above. The energy and mental effort required to view problems from a national perspective far exceeded his imagination.

Yet precisely because he had attained the position of President, Yuan Shikai found he was not satisfied. It was true that no one in China today could shake his status, not even Chen Ke. If they could, Chen Ke wouldn't have traveled thousands of li to Beiyang to discuss cooperation. But human hearts being what they are, Yuan could still feel the chasm between a President and an Emperor.

A President was elected; legally, any adult Chinese person could become President. If Yuan Shikai could be elected, so could someone else. In this regard, an Emperor was completely different. The process of seizing power might be brutally cruel, but once the grand position was settled, the subjects had to accept it. Even a cub like Puyi could be Emperor, and Yuan Shikai had to kneel before him.

the status between monarch and subject was truly a curious thing. A President's cabinet members could work if they wanted to or leave if they didn't. Try doing that under the Qing system—a single act of "great disrespect" could cost such a madman his head or make him wish he were dead. Thus, an Emperor could forcefully push many things through. Cixi had merely not been crowned Emperor, yet even an old woman like her could dominate the situation in China.

Yuan Shikai very much wanted to be Emperor now. If he declared himself Emperor, he would possess such power and could use it to do what he wanted: to build China into a powerful nation.

Wiping his hand across his face, Yuan lowered it but did not open his eyes. Almost all founding monarchs ascended the throne before the age of fifty. Yuan Shikai was already fifty-two this year. Right under his nose, a group of extremely young children from the People's Party were jumping around, pushing forward the things they wanted to push. Although their methods were unconventional, they at least worked together with one heart and were entirely centered around Chen Ke. If the members of the Beiyang cabinet could show such an attitude, why would Yuan Shikai be worrying as he was now?

What exactly does Chen Ke want to do? Yuan Shikai couldn't help but wonder. This young man could be described as audaciously reckless, running directly to the Beiyang capital and visiting foreign envoys everywhere without the slightest fear of danger.

Most irritatingly, Yuan Shikai actually had to ensure Chen Ke's safety. Recent intelligence showed signs of large-scale troop movements in the areas where the People's Party bordered Beiyang. It went without saying that this was a clear warning to Beiyang not to act rashly.

At the Mianchi Meeting, King Zhao only met with King Qin after deciding on his heir. Chen Ke had brought even his wife and daughter this time. Whom had he appointed as his "Heir Apparent"? And this "Heir Apparent" seemed truly loyal to Chen Ke.

At the thought of an heir, Yuan Shikai couldn't help but think of his own son, Yuan Keding. That scoundrel had been jumping up and down lately, trying to persuade Yuan Shikai to declare himself Emperor. Yesterday, Yuan Keding had even urged him to find a way to let Chen Ke "have an accident." It seemed his son believed Chen Ke was the greatest obstacle to Yuan Shikai becoming Emperor. Upon hearing this, Yuan Shikai hadn't said much but simply used the family discipline to give Yuan Keding a severe beating.

Although Yuan Shikai did not like Yuan Keding, having to beat his own son for the safety of another—the thought of such a thing was so absurd it made him want to grit his teeth.

At that moment, a guard knocked softly on the door.

Yuan Shikai opened his eyes to see the guard saying respectfully, "President, the German Minister requests an audience."
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Chapter 116: The Xinhai Upheaval (Part 14)

Beiyang had two major tendencies: "Pro-German" and "Japan-wise." Within the Beiyang Army, Germany had helped establish the military system, a cooperation that dated back to Li Hongzhang's era. During Yuan Shikai's Xiaozhan training period, he had hired numerous German officers as instructors, and military manuals were mostly translated from German works. Additionally, many officers in the Beiyang Army had graduated from Japanese military academies; while Beiyang couldn't be called pro-Japanese, their understanding of Japan made them confident in dealing with the Japanese.

As early as the Boxer Rebellion, Yuan Shikai had cooperated extensively with the Germans in Shandong, and overall, Germany was considered relatively friendly toward Beiyang. After Yuan Shikai seized central power in 1909, the German Minister immediately cabled Germany: "Yuan Shikai must be supported, for only he is the guarantee of stability."

Now that the German Minister had come to visit in person, Yuan Shikai knew it boded no good, but he could not refuse to see him. After some initial pleasantries, the Minister went straight to the point.

"Your Excellency Mr. President, the funds from our Arnhold, Karberg & Co. (Ruiji Yanghang) have recently arrived. I wonder when the President intends to sign the agreement," the German Minister asked.

Since Germany's Deutsch-Asiatische Bank was under government management, the Minister provided financial support to Yuan through Arnhold, Karberg & Co. in Hankou. Germany had originally been prepared to lend Yuan £300,000 at low interest without a discount, but after Yuan received support from the People's Party, he had temporarily weathered the crisis, and the loan had been frozen.

"Are we not currently discussing the quota trade agreement?" Yuan Shikai replied skillfully.

"Your Excellency, isn't the quota trade agreement led by the People's Party rebels? Does the President intend to follow the advice of rebels?" The German Minister emphasized the word "rebels" heavily.

Hearing this, Yuan Shikai could guess that the German Minister intended to intimidate and threaten the People's Party. If the Germans actually did so, Yuan would welcome it. However, the situation was now vastly different from the time of the Boxer Rebellion, and Yuan would certainly not involve himself personally. He immediately replied, "Mr. Minister, China has been in chaos for a long time; what is needed most now is peace. Who proposed it first is not important; what matters is that it benefits China."

The German Minister did not wish to bicker with Yuan. The foreign legations generally viewed the People's Party as a radical faction within Beiyang, and the People's Party's high-profile promotion of the "quota trade agreement" further confirmed this judgment. Regardless of how Yuan Shikai viewed the People's Party, in the eyes of the foreign legations, the two sides were aligned in their attempt to stabilize the situation in China. Geopolitical scheming was no less common in Europe than in China. The People's Party's efforts to strive for its own interests seemed a perfectly normal move to the foreign diplomats.

"Your Excellency, we in Germany have our own interests in Shandong. These are guaranteed by treaty. Currently, our interests in southern Shandong have been harmed. What are Your Excellency's views on this?"

*So it's this matter!* Yuan Shikai thought. Germany had always sought to turn the entire province of Shandong into a German sphere of influence. They had forced their way into Jiaozhou Bay and occupied Qingdao, finally gaining a foothold in China. But since then, German progress in Shandong had been negligible. German influence had never been able to penetrate southern Shandong, and in terms of trade, German goods in the region didn't even sell as well as American products.

Hearing the German Minister talk at length about "interests in southern Shandong," Yuan Shikai found it quite laughable.

"Mr. Minister, regarding the issue of southern Shandong, we have been in negotiations with the People's Party. You might as well wait for the results of our negotiations," Yuan Shikai smiled. "However, if Your Excellency wishes to negotiate with the People's Party individually, the Central Government has no way to prevent you from doing so."

What the German Minister really wanted to hear was Yuan Shikai's attitude. Before coming to see Yuan, he had already discussed the Shandong issue with Britain and France. The British fleet had its own base in Weihai; the fact that Germany could not expand further after occupying Qingdao was largely due to British obstruction.

The British were doing great business with the People's Party, and import-export trade between the two was booming. Not only the British, but even the Americans were making a killing in the People's Party base areas. Compared to these two nations, German trade had been severely impacted.

Moreover, the Germans, high and low, did not like the People's Party. "Those in the same trade are enemies." The People's Party Chairman, Chen Ke, was something of a chemist. After the synthetic ammonia technology he developed was partnered with the Americans, American synthetic ammonia products flooded into Europe like a tide. Germany's chemical industry was a prominent rising star in Europe, and encountering a major variable like Chen Ke in heavy chemicals was an unpleasant surprise.

This was not the worst of it. In the large-scale industrial production of soda ash, Europe had formed the "Solvay Syndicate," which monopolized industrial soda ash technology—an extremely lucrative business. After the People's Party purchased over twenty sets of equipment from their American joint venture, they also began selling soda ash on a large scale. This showed that the People's Party had mastered the technology for producing soda ash.

The Solvay Syndicate system was facing a powerful external challenge. Worse still, when the Syndicate came to ask Chen Ke why he was "stealing another country's patent," Chen Ke performed a comparison between the Solvay production process and the People's Party's process. The new process ideas left the Solvay representatives speechless.

Everyone involved was an expert; Chen Ke's production process was indeed feasible. This was no longer a case of "stealing a patent." Of course, that wasn't the core of the problem. The core was that the Solvay Syndicate relied on technical monopoly to secure exorbitant profits. If Chen Ke, as he had done with the Salvarsan (606) formula years ago, were to make this new production process public, the Solvay Syndicate would collapse immediately.

If Chen Ke were merely a scientist, the Solvay Syndicate would have many ways to deal with him—hiring him at a high salary, placing him under house arrest, or, in the extreme, eliminating him. Any of these could solve the problem. In commercial competition, it was all too common for European and American firms to kill each other's key technical personnel. Killing a Chinese man would be even easier.

The problem was that Chen Ke was not just a scientist; he was the leader of a political entity with an army. Even if they killed Chen Ke, the production process would remain in the hands of the People's Party. If the Solvay Syndicate wanted to continue monopolizing synthetic ammonia technology, they would have to completely eradicate the People's Party. That was a far more difficult proposition.

The German Minister had received multiple inquiries from Germany: "What exactly is the attitude of the People's Party?" Not only Germany but the entire Solvay Syndicate was extremely anxious. The news brought by the British was that the People's Party demanded a monopoly over the entire Asian market. If this demand had come from a European nation or the United States, the Solvay Syndicate might have agreed long ago. The problem was that this demand came from a Chinese "warlord." And this "warlord" didn't even have a navy yet sought to monopolize the Asian market; the Solvay Syndicate had no intention of yielding to the People's Party's "blackmail."

The smooth-sailing People's Party had to be taught a lesson. If they were allowed to continue developing this way, heaven knew what else they would come up with. Chemistry was like a sheet of window paper; once it was poked through, it was truly pierced. On the existing foundation, as long as there was investment in research and development, there would be corresponding returns. The Germans knew better than anyone the significance of government support for the chemical industry. Germany's chemical industry had taken flight during Chancellor Bismarck's era with vigorous support and the resources of the Ruhr coal mines. If the leader of a government was himself a chemist, the results would be even more terrifying.

The British and French had no intention of eradicating the People's Party. However, they were ambiguous toward the German proposal to teach them a lesson. In China, whether it was the Central Government or local governments, they were all weak in the eyes of Europe and America. There was no need for full-scale war; as long as pressure could be applied in certain areas, or even slight military action taken, the government would compromise. The Germans understood well that as long as there was "no ceding of land and no payment of indemnities," the Chinese government would view it as a genuine victory. In terms of commercial interests, these Chinese government officials were not even opposed to cooperation; it was a good opportunity for them to make a killing.

The German Minister's calculation was shrewd. Using the pretext of pressuring the People's Party, he implicitly aimed to completely secure German interests in Shandong. Seizing Shandong directly was out of the question—firstly, the British would never agree, and secondly, the new President of the Republic, Yuan Shikai, would not agree either. However, Germany could strike the People's Party under the banner of "striving for the interests of all nations." Once the People's Party was forced to make concessions, the other European and American powers could use the opportunity to "follow suit."

Therefore, the German Minister repeatedly assured the British that Germany was not seeking to turn southern Shandong into a German colony, but rather aimed to force the People's Party to recognize the agreements between the powers and the Manchu Qing government. The British side responded with a very subtle "it is understandable" attitude.

Having secured the British acquiescence, the German Minister wanted to see Yuan Shikai's stance. And Yuan's attitude gave the Minister the feeling that he, too, "acquiesced." But such things could not be settled by talk alone.

"Your Excellency, we have had much cooperation in Shandong in the past. Our side has always greatly appreciated the support you gave us then. Regarding our dispute with the People's Party, we hope to continue to receive your support," the German Minister said almost nakedly.

How could Yuan Shikai fall for that trap? He replied casually, "We are not clear on the dispute between the German side and the People's Party; more investigation is needed. We stand on a neutral position and still hope for peace."

Hearing this, the German Minister understood Yuan Shikai's meaning. During the Russo-Japanese War, Japan and Russia had fought bitterly in China's Northeast. The Manchu Qing government had declared it would "maintain neutrality." What Yuan Shikai said now was identical to what the Qing government had said then. This was Yuan Shikai indicating that he would stand by and absolutely not support either side. Of course, this was a completely acquiescent attitude; if the German Minister insisted on forcing Yuan to take a public stand, Yuan would only openly oppose it verbally while taking no actual action.

However, this could not be interpreted as goodwill on Yuan Shikai's part. Such verbal declarations in practice also meant he would trip them up from behind. The German Minister was quite worried the British would do just that. As the masters of "balancing the European situation" for over a century, the British were adept at such minor maneuvers.

As for what Yuan Shikai would do behind the scenes, the German Minister didn't care at all. All foreign legations believed that no matter what the Chinese did, they would not dare to offend the European and American powers—this was a fact proven many, many times by history.
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Chapter 117: The Xinhai Upheaval (Part 15)

He Ying discovered one thing: she not only possessed vanity, but a rather strong one at that.

The He family was merely an ordinary official family. During the era when they were close to Yuan Shikai, Yuan had not yet truly risen to prominence, so there hadn't been any particularly extraordinary dealings between them. Her youth had been spent in quiet obscurity.

In He Ying's view, growing up and getting married was simply a continuation of the same life her parents had lived. The only thing that made her relatively happy was that the man she married, Chen Ke, was someone she had met several times in brief, fleeting encounters. Chen Ke was not a delicate scholar but a tall, imposing man with thick eyebrows and large eyes on a square face. In the North, this was the standard for handsome. At least He Ying thought Chen Ke was quite good-looking.

At a cocktail party for foreigners where she hadn't eaten, Chen Ke—the handsome young man she had seen before—had proactively come forward to show concern and even explained how to eat the food. He Ying knew her aunt, He Qian, was a woman of fierce character; forget missing one meal—even if she hadn't eaten for three days, He Qian would never show a sign of hunger before others. But He Ying had indeed been hungry then. Chen Ke's frank concern had truly won her great favor.

After following Chen Ke, life could not be described as simply good or bad. White rice and flour could fill the stomach, but coarse grains and wild vegetables could also stave off hunger. The key was that Chen Ke always cared for her, and it was a care built on the foundation of a shared life. Such is daily life; in this regard, He Ying was very content with her marriage.

He Ying didn't care about the ultimate outcome of the revolution; she cared about whether she could live a good life with Chen Ke. Whether it was drawing blueprints, going to school, traveling with the army, or staying home to raise their child—as long as she was with her husband, it was enough. By Chen Ke's side, although she had seriously studied many things to make him happy and give herself something to do, this knowledge and vision were not what she truly loved. She simply wanted to live with her husband and child. Even if the People's Party's revolution were a grand success, He Ying felt no particular difference in her heart.

However, only upon following Chen Ke back to Beijing this time did He Ying understand the psychological pleasure that power could bring to a woman.

During these few days when she returned to her family home to visit her parents, the He residence immediately became a bustling hub. As the wife of Chen Ke—and a wife who had already borne a child—in traditional views, He Ying had secured a solid position.

The high officials and dignitaries in the capital naturally knew that, even with the title of a rebel, Chen Ke was a leader of a powerful rebel force. As the saying goes, "Killing and burning brings a golden belt." Since even Beiyang was helpless against the People's Party, and Chen Ke had reached some kind of agreement with the foreign devils and gained their recognition, he was absolutely not someone they could afford to offend.

Officials didn't dare visit Chen Ke in person, but it was very common for them to send their wives to visit He Ying. Numerous wives of dignitaries whom the He family could never have contacted before took turns knocking on the door. Regardless of age or seniority, these noblewomen were unfailingly polite to He Ying, praising her in their conversations for her "good fate" and for "marrying into a good family."

He Ying knew very well that these women weren't there to praise her; their praise was directed at "Mrs. Chen Ke." Yet being able to marry a husband who made other families look at her with respect was a very glorious thing in this era. This vanity, which brought a pleasant mood, felt quite good. Even though He Ying knew this mindset might be wrong, and despite the unvoiced envy lurking within the noblewomen's praise, the fact that these high-ranking ladies *had* to be envious made He Ying feel an even stronger sense of pleasure.

Those making courtesy visits couldn't come every day; they left their gifts, spoke for a while, and then departed. Only those with some kinship to the He family were eligible to stay longer. But as things go, since these women harbored strong envy in their hearts, some negative comments were bound to surface.

A distant aunt of the He family was expressive and looked exaggeratedly emotional during their chat. She suddenly sighed, "Child, if your mother were still alive to see you marry into such a good family, who knows how happy she would be."

As soon as these words were out, the other women nearby immediately noticed the problem. He Ying's mother was still alive. And this distant aunt immediately stopped speaking.

"Third Aunt, what is this about?" someone asked.

"It's nothing, nothing," the distant Third Aunt replied with a characteristically feminine tone of cunning. If it had been a man, he might have been fooled. But the room was full of women, and they would never believe it was truly "nothing."

He Ying had followed Chen Ke for so long; in terms of knowledge and vision, she far surpassed these women. Moreover, in a sense, Chen Ke was also He Ying's "teacher." Not only did he teach her scientific, social, and revolutionary knowledge, but the couple also discussed the darker sides of human nature. He Ying could completely understand others' expressions of envy. Furthermore, these words confirmed another matter: He Ying had actually long suspected that her current mother was not her biological mother. But she hadn't dared and couldn't seek confirmation, and her current mother was by no means unkind to her. But after the Third Aunt's remark, He Ying finally confirmed that this matter was indeed true.

The Third Aunt clearly harbored little goodwill. After offering such a provocative line, she then praised Chen Ke for having no parents, saying He Ying wouldn't be mistreated in his home. This was completely inappropriate; He Ying could not accept anyone speaking ill of Chen Ke, let alone publicly.

Saying his parents were not alive carried an extremely malicious implication. Even if Chen Ke's parents hadn't been good to He Qian, that was a private family matter, and family matters were not for others to meddle in.

"Third Aunt, you are worrying far too much," He Ying said in the most moderate tone she could muster. In truth, she really wanted to say it with an extremely venomous tone. But He Ying truly hadn't learned how to speak such words; she had no experience even in cursing people. So she darkened her face and said, "My daughter is about to take her afternoon nap. Everyone, please take your leave."

The women never expected He Ying to use such a reason to drive them away, and they were stunned.

"My Wenqing dotes on our daughter very much. Even when he's out on the march or fighting, he always writes back to ask if she's eating and sleeping on time. We mother and daughter came back with Wenqing on the train, and she hasn't slept well. These past few days I've been soothing her to restore her routine." At this point, He Ying flashed the watch on her wrist. "The time has already come. Everyone, please leave."

In these few days, He Ying hadn't known how many times she had heard, "If you had borne a boy, it would be even better." For the wives of officials, having a son to carry on the family line was a major affair. Though the words were reasonable, He Ying felt uncomfortable no matter how she heard them.

The People's Party consistently advocated for gender equality. Chen Ke had publicly stated many times that "men and women are equal" and "women hold up half the sky"—not only outside, but at home as well. And this wasn't just simple propaganda; the right of women to work and independent property rights for women were the foundations for ensuring their independent status. The People's Party tirelessly promoted these basic works of women's liberation.

Internally, the People's Party implemented property transparency; Party cadres had to disclose their assets. The five thousand taels of silver He Ying's father, He Ruming, had given her were directly under her name. The bank account was in He Ying's own name, and Chen Ke's usual salary was all handed over to her; He Ying controlled the vast majority of the family's assets. This was not the capital city's model of the woman managing the inner household, but a status guaranteed by the People's Party's legal forms.

When the couple talked about this, Chen Ke had joked, "If we ever divorce, then except for a few changes of clothes, I'll have to leave the house with nothing." He Ying had been infuriated by this and hadn't spoken to Chen Ke for a whole day. It took quite an apology from Chen Ke for He Ying to forgive his use of the word "divorce."

Having driven away that group of women, He Ying suddenly realized the boredom brought by vanity. Chen Ke was truly good to her, not just in the ordinary sense of never abandoning her, but in that he always believed He Ying was his complete equal in family life. Most of the young People's Party cadres in the base area were unmarried, but they didn't treat He Ying with the deference due to a "lady of the house" either; they treated her as an equal revolutionary comrade.

When she was with those people, He Ying hadn't yet truly felt the value of such equality. It was only after being "revered" that she discovered these people who approached her with selfish motives were far less reliable and lovable than the comrades who worked together as equals. So that evening, He Ying told her father, He Ruming, that she and her daughter Chen Qianru were "ill" and wouldn't see anyone who came to visit.

He Ruming didn't make a fuss about this; he simply nodded. "I'll go to the Ministry of Civil Affairs tomorrow to request leave. I won't go out on duty these next few days; I'll stay home and help you turn those people away."

He Ying was very grateful for her father's concern. "Father, I've put you in a difficult position."

He Ruming said with a loving smile, "What are you talking about? When Wenqing returns to Anhui, you will surely go back with him. Coming home is never easy. I cannot let you be mistreated."

He Ying's mother also nodded slightly. Looking at her "mother," He Ying suddenly felt an impulse to ask her father what had truly happened to her biological mother. But she reconsidered: those gossiping women simply wanted to cause trouble within the He family. No matter how her father answered, once the matter was out in the open, this originally warm family could never return to the way it was.

*I must never ask this question,* He Ying decided.

Although He Ruming said he would take leave, he did not return early the next day as he had said. Fortunately, the butler was competent; he received the visitors alone and politely sent them all away.

It wasn't until evening that He Ruming hurried back. As soon as he arrived, he pulled He Ying aside. "Child, I've heard some news. It seems the Germans are going to move against the People's Party. I went to investigate further, and everyone's talk was very detailed. You must go tell Wenqing about this."

"The Germans... the foreigners?" He Ying immediately became alert.

He Ruming replied with a dark face, "Yes, the foreigners. From what I hear, the Germans are very dissatisfied with Wenqing's seizure of southern Shandong and are preparing to act. It's not convenient for me to see Wenqing; I'll write a letter about today's events. You hurry and take it to him."

He Ying knew the matter was indeed urgent. That night, she took a carriage to deliver He Ruming's letter to Chen Ke.

The next day, Yuan Shikai received the report. He Ruming had indeed fallen for it; the news of the Germans' impending move against the People's Party had been correctly conveyed to Chen Ke. Zhao Bingjun, the Minister of Civil Affairs who was responsible for the matter, reported He Ruming's performance in detail to Yuan and mentioned that spies had discovered Chen Ke's wife, He Ying, rushing to the People's Party residence at the "Prince Yi Mansion" that night.

"President, Chen Ke thinks he can join hands with these foreigners. I expect he's learned his lesson now," Zhao Bingjun said with great satisfaction.

Yuan Shikai did not reply. He had originally thought it might be better to let Chen Ke be caught off guard by the Germans. But on second thought, Chen Ke was at an age of hot-blooded vigor; if he were ambushed by the Germans, he might instead stake everything on a single throw.

If Chen Ke were given the news in advance, he would at least have a grievance in his heart when he went to negotiate. By then, he would absolutely not have the same momentum he had now. Yuan Shikai knew the methods of nations like Britain and France very well; as long as Chen Ke showed any sign of fear, Britain and France would immediately follow suit with pressure. How would Chen Ke prepare to deal with it then?

Thinking of this, Yuan Shikai said to Zhao Bingjun, "This was well done. But do nothing more for now; we shall wait and see how things develop."
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The news that the Germans might move against the People's Party caused no small stir within the delegation. Chen Tianhua had previously heard Chen Ke say there was "no need to care about those Junker boneheads," yet now the Germans clearly had no intention of maintaining the status quo. While Chen Tianhua would not accuse Chen Ke's strategic forecast of failing, he felt it necessary to ask for clarification.

Chen Ke maintained his relaxed attitude. "Xingtai, do you think Germany will declare war on us?"

"That..." Chen Tianhua was stumped. "Isn't that what I'm asking you?"

"War costs money. What is the purpose of the Germans making a move? They want to use threats to make us give up our own interests. If Germany ultimately doesn't get that result, their military spending is wasted. Do you think we will yield on this point?" Chen Ke asked.

"Of course yielding is impossible," Chen Ke sneered. "Xingtai, strike one punch to keep a hundred away. Do you think Beiyang dares to act rashly against us now?"

"They naturally do not dare," Chen Tianhua replied. The People's Party's military confidence against Beiyang was high, forged through actual combat. Considering this, Chen Tianhua fully understood Chen Ke's attitude.

However, once the old question was resolved, a new one arose. "Chairman Chen, did you prepare to move against the Germans long ago?"

Chen Ke's attitude was firm. "I don't want to move against the Germans; I will move against whoever uses force to threaten us. British, French, German, Japanese—they are all the same."

"By the way, Xingtai. If my prediction isn't wrong, the negotiations will now enter a stalemate. The foreign devils are waiting to see how far the Germans can go. Are you willing to stay in Beijing to take charge of the continuing negotiations?" Chen Ke asked.

Chen Tianhua had not expected this outcome. He thought for a moment and said with some difficulty, "Chairman Chen, I'm afraid the Germans will move against Shandong. I still want to return there."

Chen Ke understood his feelings and followed up, "Then among the comrades who came with us, who do you think can take charge of the negotiations?"

"Let these young comrades take charge?" Chen Tianhua was quite surprised.

"They only need to be responsible for relatively simple work for now. The final decisions won't be theirs to make anyway. If young comrades don't have the opportunity to be tempered, it's impossible for them to grow," Chen Ke answered cleanly and decisively.

Mentioning the tempering of young comrades reminded Chen Tianhua of the time he was left alone in Hebei. "But if the foreign devils drag things out, these comrades might be stuck here for a long time."

"If I don't return to the base area, they'll likely drag it out even longer. Better a short, sharp pain than a long, lingering one. The Germans cannot afford to waste time," Chen Ke gave this answer.

By the time Yuan Shikai received Chen Ke's notice, Chen Ke had already departed for the base area with his guards. Yuan had not expected Chen Ke to act so quickly, setting out immediately upon receiving intelligence.

"How did Chen Ke leave?" Yuan Shikai asked.

"They left on horseback," Zhao Bingjun replied. "President, should we..."

Yuan Shikai fell silent. Intercepting and killing Chen Ke on the road was an option. But that would lead to another problem: regardless of whether the interception succeeded, the People's Party would surely march north in force. Those bastards in the People's Party acted quite ruthlessly.

While he was considering this, an attendant knocked on the door and handed in a telegram. After reading it, Yuan Shikai's expression turned extremely grim.

"President, what news?" Zhao Bingjun asked.

"The People's Party sent me a telegram saying that one of their cavalry units from Shandong has entered Hebei to welcome Chen Ke and his party. They claim no ill intent and hope there will be no misunderstanding between the two sides." Yuan Shikai's voice contained an irrepressible rage.

Zhao Bingjun didn't dare speak further; he even felt his question had been redundant. Coming and going as they pleased—the People's Party truly treated Beiyang as if it were nothing.

Yuan Shikai did not make things difficult for Zhao Bingjun but waved him away. "You may go."

Hearing this, Zhao Bingjun withdrew as if receiving a divine pardon.

Once Zhao was out, Yuan Shikai fiercely tore the telegram in half and then sat in silence with a deep frown.

The one who came to meet Chen Ke was Pang Zi. Following the "Horse Bandit Campaign" in Hebei in 1908, the roads of Hebei were already intimately familiar to the People's Party cavalry. The five hundred cavalrymen each had three horses, and they switched mounts constantly before reaching Chen Ke. Following behind the cavalry was an infantry regiment.

Aside from ensuring Chen Ke's safety, this quasi-military operation also served as a training exercise. Long before Chen Ke went to Beijing, the field units of Huaihai Province had formulated multiple military plans. Upon receiving Chen Ke's telegram, the units at the Hebei border immediately moved out. Many middle-ranking cadres in the units had only heard of Chairman Chen Ke but had never seen him. Knowing they were going to meet the Chairman, they were extremely excited.

Although there were only five hundred cavalrymen, Pang Zi, the commander of the cavalry division, personally led the selected group forward. On the morning of the third day, two red and two green signal flares suddenly rose outside the camp. Seeing the agreed signal, Pang Zi felt an immediate sense of relief. "Signal back!" he ordered.

When the small mounted party including Chen Ke appeared in Pang Zi's binoculars, his heart finally settled. He led his guard forward at a gallop. "Chairman Chen, seeing you, I can finally be at ease."

This was no mere politeness from Pang Zi. In this era, without a meticulous plan, meeting someone hundreds of li away was an extremely difficult task. It was only because the People's Party's plan was so detailed and well-prepared that they could mobilize at any time and complete the objective. This wasn't the time for talk; the unit immediately set out, heading directly back toward the Huaihai base area.

After only half a day's travel, a sentry came to report. "Commander Pang, our infantry is just ahead."

Pang Zi replied, "Notify the unit: we are returning."

In less than four days, Chen Ke entered the Huaihai base area. In the border regions, the People's Party had massed heavy troops. Chen Ke began reviewing the units at the border.

By this point, there was no longer any need for secrecy regarding Chen Ke's movements. When the troops heard that Chairman Chen Ke was actually among them, they were first surprised and then erupted in excitement. Chairman Chen Ke's fame was known throughout the world; to the soldiers, he was the founder and creator of this army. They had heard of his great name—founding the People's Party with only eight people and liberating four provinces in just a few years. Launching long-distance raids to annihilate the Anhui New Army, setting a pocket trap to wipe out the Hubei New Army, and surrounding and destroying the Jiangbei and Beiyang New Armies, even cursing Cixi to death. These were the kind of things only the most extraordinary figures in history—the ones storytellers spoke of—could achieve, and the leader of the People's Party had done them all. Yet the vast majority of soldiers had never seen Chairman Chen Ke with their own eyes. Now that he was reviewing the troops, no one could remain calm.

When Chen Ke appeared before the formations on a tall horse, the officers and soldiers were not disappointed. The tall, square-faced man had an impressive appearance, and more importantly, his composed and natural manner truly possessed a strong military bearing.

"Hello, comrades!" Chen Ke's full-throated shout was heard clearly by the soldiers in each formation he passed.

"Hello, Chief!" The formations immediately sent back a thunderous response.

"Comrades, you've worked hard!"

"Serving the people!"

Before the review, the soldiers had learned that Chairman Chen Ke had rushed from Hebei to Shandong in just four days. Such speed was considered divine, and the soldiers were quite impressed. However, the commanders had told everyone that since Chairman Chen Ke was likely tired, he might not be able to interact with every formation during the review. Seeing the leader of the army was enough to excite them, but being unable to exchange words with him left the soldiers feeling a great deal of regret.

But to their surprise, Chen Ke offered a verbal greeting before every single formation. Each time it was loud enough for everyone from front to back to hear. His abundant energy and powerful presence gave the troops a spontaneous sense of pride. This man was the creator of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army, and he indeed possessed the strength to command the respect of the entire revolutionary force.

After the review, the troops remained temporarily stationed in the border area. Chen Ke and his party headed for Xuzhou, the current capital of Huaihai Province. Upon arriving outside Xuzhou, Chen Ke specifically requested to detour to the southwest of the city, which surprised Shang Yuan, the Huaihai Provincial Party Secretary who had come to meet him. Chen Ke did not explain his reason; he wanted to see "Yunlong Lake" to the southwest of Xuzhou.

In the 21st century, when Chen Ke visited a friend in Xuzhou, the friend had taken him to see Yunlong Lake. The lake itself was nothing special—a water surface of 5.8 square kilometers with decent scenery. But his Xuzhou brother had proudly told him that this lake was man-made.

Yunlong Lake in Xuzhou was originally named Shigou Lake. It was surrounded by mountains on the east, west, and south, and bordered the city to the north. Every rainy season, floodwaters from a 60-square-kilometer catchment area upstream would pour in here, posing a severe threat to the city. The Xuzhou Municipal Party Committee and Government decided in 1958 to remediate Shigou Lake, building a dam over 4,000 meters long from Yunlong Mountain in the east to Han Mountain in the west, blocking the floods to the south. It was then renamed Yunlong Lake. The garrisoned troops had poured all their effort into building this dam. To commemorate their great achievement, the people of Xuzhou named the flood barrier the "August 1st" Dyke, to be recorded in history forever.

A water surface of 5.8 square kilometers was quite broad. Thinking that this was purely excavated with the military as the main force, Chen Ke immediately felt immense respect for his PLA predecessors.

Upon arriving at the southwest of Xuzhou, the 21st-century brother's description proved correct: it was currently a marshland. Xuzhou was naturally a confluence of multiple water systems. Given the terrible river capacity at the end of the Qing, combined with frequent floods in recent years, several of Xuzhou's rivers were essentially ruined. The Kui River in the city had not been remediated for years, with sediment buildup and low drainage capacity.

The Xuzhou brother had described the situation back then as: "During storms, rain and sewage overflowed; heavy rain brought heavy floods, light rain brought light floods. It was filthy, stinking, and nauseating. Only after excavating Yunlong Lake and dredging the riverbeds did Xuzhou's situation truly change."

The marshy lowlands before them were indeed just like that—a mud pit so vast one could hardly see across it. It was now late June, and Xuzhou had entered the rainy season; it seemed it had just rained a few days ago. The lowlands were full of water, the murky surface a muddle of yellow, green, and gray. The unique stench of rot mixed with the dampness was indeed nauseating. Recalling the beautiful Yunlong Lake he had seen in the 21st century, Chen Ke felt a wave of annoyance in his heart.

The Huaihai provincial cadres didn't know why Chen Ke had specifically come to this mud pit, and they all looked toward Shang Yuan. Out of necessity, Shang Yuan spoke up. "Chairman Chen, this place is indeed no good. There's nothing to see."

Though he said this, Shang Yuan knew that since Chen Ke had come specifically to look, it wouldn't be without meaning.

"Let's return to Xuzhou now," Chen Ke replied.

The group entered the Huaihai Provincial Party Committee office, only to be met by a grave-faced Wu Xingchen. "Chairman Chen, you were right. I just received intelligence: German warships have appeared off Lianyungang."

While Chen Ke was on the road, the Huaihai Provincial Party Committee had had several days to conduct intelligence communications with Beijing. They learned that the Germans were likely to provoke the base area. Chen Ke's prediction was that the Germans would first send their fleet to Lianyungang for a show of force.

This was perfectly imaginable. If the German fleet sailed to Wuhan for a show of force, it would be a roundabout way of doing things. Moreover, even if they went to Wuhan, it would be of little meaning—they wouldn't dare fire on the city. Setting aside what kind of counterattack they would face in the Yangtze, the British would be the first to oppose such a move. But for a blockade of Lianyungang, the British would turn a blind eye. Plus, Lianyungang was close to Qingdao, making it convenient for the Germans.

To Chen Ke, this was a very simple logical deduction. The Huaihai comrades could also agree. Their only misunderstanding was that such an action by the Germans posed no threat to the base area. Had they run to Lianyungang for a show of force out of boredom? Wouldn't organizing a land invasion be a much greater threat?

But reality proved that the Germans clearly did not understand the People's Party's model of base area organization.
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Off the coast of Lianyungang, the German squadron lay temporarily at anchor beneath a leaden sky. Two armored cruisers, the *Scharnhorst* and the *Gneisenau*, along with three light cruisers, the *Emden*, the *Nürnberg*, and the *Leipzig*—this constituted the main strength of the German East Asia Squadron. The fleet was primarily based in Qingdao. With the dramatic shift in the situation in China, the entire squadron had assembled in Qingdao Harbor. Under the direction of the German Minister, the fleet had set out to implement a policy of "intimidation" against the People's Party.

"Lianyungang itself possesses no industry; the People's Party has established its industrial base in Xuzhou. Much of the equipment shipped from Britain and America is located in the Zaozhuang area of Shandong..." the intelligence officer reported, presenting the gathered data.

Regardless of whether they were being strategically "boneheaded," the Germans certainly weren't foolish when it came to intelligence collection. To German eyes, the intensity of the People's Party's industrial construction was indeed remarkable. While Beiyang focused primarily on purchasing factories—specifically arsenals—the People's Party made the construction of a coal-iron complex their current priority.

What the Germans envied most was the Zaozhuang region. This area, which had not been particularly wealthy, saw the simultaneous excavation of coal and iron mines following the People's Party's arrival.

"The Zaozhuang iron mines are mostly open-pit; some deposits are only fifty centimeters below the surface, making excavation extremely convenient. According to received intelligence, the Zaozhuang Ironworks already has four blast furnaces, with an estimated pig iron production of over four thousand tons per month. The People's Party uses open-hearth furnaces for steelmaking and possesses some capacity for casting rails. A small railway connecting the Zaozhuang mining district has already been built, and construction on the Zaozhuang-Xuzhou line has commenced."

Hearing this, Admiral Maximilian von Spee's eyebrows twitched slightly. The industrial capacity to produce rails—even inferior ones—meant the ability to provide a certain level of military maintenance and repair support. As the commander of the German East Asia Squadron, Admiral von Spee possessed an intense desire for such logistics.

The British Navy maintained its global hegemony through a network of ports and logistics bases spread across the world. The strategic situation for the German East Asia Squadron was poor; the British Royal Navy's Asia Squadron, the Japanese fleet, and the Australian fleet effectively surrounded this German naval force in the Pacific. The base at Qingdao was insufficient to support German security. Only by securing more rights in Shandong—and specifically, robust industrial support—could Germany establish a firm foothold in Asia.

However, Count von Spee was not so naive as to believe that the People's Party, capable of establishing a coal-iron industrial complex, was a collection of incompetents. The Beiyang group led by Yuan Shikai was already quite capable; they had engaged in Westernization efforts for many years and accumulated considerable experience. Even so, Beiyang still lacked the capacity for independent factory construction. Building enterprises capable of stable steel production was no longer rare in Europe, but in Asia, it was an absolutely astonishing feat.

Count von Spee had not originally been in Shandong. He had sent a routine telegram while his fleet was docked in Guangzhou, only to receive a reply from the German Minister ordering him to rendezvous with the rest of the squadron off Lianyungang. Once the fleet had assembled, the Minister's plan turned out to be the intimidation of the People's Party. Von Spee had initially wondered if the Minister had lost his mind. The German fleet was already exerting all its effort just to maintain its presence in Qingdao; to further suppress the whole of Shandong was problematic not just in terms of troop strength, but also because the British attitude was difficult to gauge. The British Asia Squadron was not something the German East Asia Squadron could confront.

But after hearing the scale of the People's Party's industrial construction, although von Spee did not wish for war, he had begun to agree with the Minister's idea of "expanding German interests in Shandong."

Germany was not as wealthy as Britain, nor could they engage in massive trade with the People's Party like the British, who possessed colonies all over the world. Trade between Germany and China could only exist directly between the German homeland and China. In contrast, the British didn't even need to ship goods back to the UK; they could earn countless riches just by manipulating trade between their Southeast Asian colonies and China.

Such simple logic didn't even require the Minister's explanation; the German military men understood it well. Before the German fleet secured Qingdao, the British could intercept German merchant ships bound for China at any time. Once the sea lanes were cut, German trade with the Far East would be severed. The German East Asia Squadron existed to defend German commercial interests in the Far East.

With this consensus, the only question was how to effectively intimidate the People's Party and force them to make concessions. The Minister's representative had been clear: this time, Germany was playing the "Consortium Unity" card. If Germany could force the People's Party to yield, the other powers would, based on the principle of "Consortium Unity," force them into collective concessions. Germany was doing the heavy lifting for the powers and thus received their support. Moreover, the British attitude was quite ambiguous; they had not given explicit support. In this regard, it was likely that the British didn't want Germany to gain too much from this operation.

Count von Spee had never dealt with the People's Party and knew little of their style. Given that they possessed a certain industrial capacity and, according to public intelligence, an army of over a hundred thousand, how to conduct a war was indeed a difficult problem.

"What does the Minister want us to do with Lianyungang? Occupy it? Or what?" Count von Spee asked. Just as he finished speaking, the communication tube from the observation post rang. The operator on the bridge immediately uncapped the tube, and soon a voice came through. "This is the observation post. There's a strange object in the sky. It's not a balloon—it looks like an airplane."

Airplanes were not unheard of in this era. On December 17, 1903, the Wright brothers' first powered aircraft had flown 260 meters under its own power. Four months later, the fourteen-year-old Erwin Rommel—the future German Field Marshal—and his companions had built a glider that caused a local sensation. Of course, due to a lack of manufacturing and flight technology, young Rommel's glider had failed to fly successfully.

For an airplane, still a rarity in Europe and America, to appear over China was indeed a perplexing occurrence.

"Let's have a look," Count von Spee said.

There were indeed airplanes in the sky—more than one. In this era, without anti-aircraft awareness, the binoculars at the observation posts did not have a wide upward angle. Having identified those small moving dots, Count von Spee and the naval officers could only use regular binoculars to look at the sky.

The sky was thick with clouds, but darting through them were two aircraft. They were indeed aircraft, specifically gliders. But these gliders looked completely different from any von Spee had seen. European gliders were mostly boxy structures, or to save weight, the pilots simply lay prone on the frame. But the two silver-white gliders in the sky were nothing like that. They were elegant monoplanes with long wings and beautiful streamlined bodies. The aircraft appeared slender, yet possessed a breathtaking beauty.

The heads of the officers on the German ships followed the trajectory of the silver-white aircraft as they performed grand circles in the sky before finally heading back toward the land.

"Those should be People's Party aircraft. There are marks on the wings," a naval officer from Qingdao said as he lowered his binoculars.

Everyone looked at the officer. Upon his mention, some German officers who had studied the People's Party materials also recalled that sickle and hammer logo on a red background, shaped like a drawn bow and arrow.

"Those are People's Party aircraft?" Count von Spee asked in a tone that was both skeptical and seeking confirmation.

The German officers looked at each other, unwilling to confirm such an answer. When they prepared to intimidate the People's Party, they had assumed they were facing rebels from a backward nation. Even if a military conflict occurred, the Germans expected an easy victory. But the aircraft soaring in the sky proved one thing: the reality might be quite different.

In truth, most of these naval men were seeing gliders for the first time. Hot-air balloons were common in the German army, but airplanes were not. These soldiers had been in the Far East for several years and had little contact with technological changes. Those aircraft, flying as freely as seagulls, truly left the German officers at a loss for words.

After a moment of silence, Count von Spee led the way toward the bridge. Lagging a few steps behind, the German officers followed their commander.

Those in the sky were indeed People's Party reconnaissance aircraft, and the two pilots were exceptional soldiers from the People's Party Air Force. Gliders had no power, so their operation required extraordinary skill. The People's Party glider squadron had been established quite early, starting in 1908. Relying on the People's Party's production of electrolytic aluminum, the early gliders used aluminum alloy and thin steel sheets for the frame, with multi-layered silk for the wings. Glider enthusiasts in the 21st century often used such designs.

With the development of aerodynamics within the People's Party, rigid wings began to appear. As more parameters were accumulated, gliders with enclosed cockpits were finally produced. In addition to the steel frame, they used lightweight wood and aluminum skins for the wings, and aluminum frames with silk covers for the cockpits. They possessed control rudders and adjustable wind flaps on the wings. The base area's gliders were increasingly developing their own characteristics.

Naturally, the Air Force personnel were fearless. The first glider squadron was a company of 200 pilots selected from the 104th Division. From 1908 to 1911, 64 of these 200 pilots had died in training and flight. Without ever entering combat, the mortality rate was as high as 32%—this was an extremely dangerous profession.

But no pilot had withdrawn out of fear. For example, Zhang Shaobo, the squadron leader, after observing the enemy situation, calmly maneuvered his aircraft through the clouds and back toward the airfield.
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"My luck is truly excellent today!" Zhang Shaobo muttered to himself in disbelief as the runway clearly entered his field of vision.

To soar freely in the sky was something only immortals could do; even after joining the flight squadron, Zhang Shaobo had initially held onto that thought. Now, of course, he didn't think that way as he rode the wind. The previous excitement and unease were gone, replaced by bated breath and intense concentration.

Zhang Shaobo's luck really was good. He had actually managed to find the airfield during this flight. Standing on the ground and watching someone fly was an interesting sight, but the person flying certainly didn't think so. The two parties' perception and understanding of speed were completely different. In the sky, a single second covered over a dozen meters—a distance even the fastest horse on the ground couldn't match. Due to the altitude, distant objects seemed to change position very little, but the moment one descended, they would realize they had no idea where they had flown.

And that wasn't the most dangerous part. Landing was the "Gate of Hell"; so many comrades had met with accidents during the descent. If the flight attitude and speed weren't maintained properly, the landing process could easily result in injury or death. Zhang Shaobo himself had broken a leg once during a landing. He had been lucky then to at least keep his life.

Zhang Shaobo gripped the control stick firmly as the glider descended toward the runway. During the earliest hang-gliding period, many comrades had suffered casualties because they couldn't grasp the flight attitude or had issues perceiving the difference between air speed and ground speed. The flight squadron had seen five commanders so far: three dead and two injured. As the sixth commander, Zhang Shaobo didn't just have luck; he possessed truly formidable skill.

The flight squadron was composed of the most daring and fearless soldiers in the People's Party army—at the very least, those who didn't fear heights. The first two hundred comrades had started training with hot-air balloons before learning to operate hang gliders. Later, the materials and designs of the gliders had evolved continuously.

The Air Force required solid knowledge of culture, science, and technology. Instructors taught lessons every day, and the comrades had struggled intensely at first. Numerous terms and concepts they had never heard of were forcefully drummed into their heads, to the point where some comrades even suffered mental breakdowns.

However, the elimination rate in the Air Force was high—it was an elimination by life and death. Both those who only knew how to read and those who didn't know how to read at all had met with accidents. Those who remained were sharp-witted and capable of linking theory with practice.

The ground drew closer and closer. Inside the aircraft, Zhang Shaobo felt as if he were plunging into the earth. But he knew it was an illusion; through countless training sessions and reflections, he could find that familiar landing sensation within this feeling. Although the aircraft's landing attitude wasn't perfect, Zhang Shaobo did not hesitate. Pushing the control stick, the aircraft hurtled toward the runway.

Violent vibrations caused Zhang Shaobo's body to bounce wildly inside the cockpit. Fortunately, the safety belt kept his head from hitting the window. It wasn't until the jolting gradually stopped that Zhang Shaobo let out a long breath. He had survived once again.

"Commander!" The ground crew swarmed forward. According to the flight manual, Zhang Shaobo gave the "all safe" signal. The crew then dragged and pushed the glider toward the hangar to clear the runway for the second pilot.

When the second pilot landed safely, a cheer erupted across the airfield. This wasn't for show; it was a cheer from the heart. Dealing with problems of all sizes was the norm; seeing two aircraft take off and both land safely on the runway as they had today was a rare occurrence.

"The Germans have brought seven ships in total," Zhang Shaobo said immediately upon exiting the cockpit. "Five warships and two transports..."

After the intelligence was recorded, the comrades immediately asked for his thoughts on the new aircraft.

"This one isn't as good as the last," Zhang Shaobo said in one breath. "That one at least had better handling. This model has many improvements, but once you've decided on a flight attitude, there's no changing it. If a novice used this, they'd have no way to escape if something went wrong."

"But the flight attitude looked very stable to us," some soldiers disagreed.

"The take-off requirements are too high. I'll be submitting a report: the flight squadron should focus on training for now. This aircraft's take-off method is completely unsuitable." Zhang Shaobo essentially dismissed the idea of continued flights. However, no one—at least not in the flight squadron—criticized this attitude.

To maximize the effect of their deterrence, the foreign garrisons in China kept their military intelligence relatively transparent. Once the information on the German ships reached Xuzhou and was compared with existing data, the fact that the German Pacific Fleet had deployed in its entirety was confirmed.

"Are the German devils preparing to land?" Wu Xingchen asked, somewhat surprised.

"Can shelling Lianyungang frighten us?" Chen Ke countered.

The comrades also found it hard to understand what the Germans intended. Germany had a naval fortress in Qingdao; if one counted the garrison in Beijing, the total combat strength of the German Navy and Marine Corps did not exceed four thousand. In Shandong, the Germans also had a certain number of auxiliary troops, but these numbered no more than a thousand at most. With five thousand men in total, they dared to move against the base area? Any deep incursion into the base area would be like "closing the door to beat the dog."

Chen Ke had initially thought the same, but then felt he was taking things for granted. "Comrades, if the Germans, under the cover of naval guns, build a fortress at Lianyungang, how do you think the situation will change?"

"If they build a fortress, will it rely entirely on sea-based supplies?" Pang Zi didn't know much about the navy, but land warfare followed only a few patterns.

"If only three hundred men are stationed in a fortress, a single supply run could sustain it for several months. Sea-based supply is not uncommon," Yan Fu replied. As the former principal of the Beiyang Naval Academy, he was very clear on naval operations.

Seeing that no one opposed Yan Fu's words, Chen Ke said loudly, "If the German devils strike a root here today, the British will dare to build other fortresses on the Yangtze tomorrow. The powers follow a principle of 'Consortium Unity' toward China. Whatever the Germans get, the other powers must get as well."

"Let the Germans go to hell!" Pang Zi roared immediately.

"Chairman Chen, the Germans want to use their naval guns to cover their landing troops. Let me lead the troops this time; I will absolutely not let them lay a single brick or tile at Lianyungang. I will command from the front lines personally!" Wu Xingchen shouted.

"We will immediately organize local transport teams and prepare for war," Shang Yuan said resolutely.

Both military and civil cadres vied for responsibility for logistics and support for this war. Chen Ke was pleased by this, but he felt some regret; the comrades were enthusiastic but clearly dazed by the Germans' move. This battle had to be fought, but not in this manner. If it were just a defensive war, even with naval gun cover, those large-caliber shells would make simple earthwork tanks or trenches ineffective. However, Chen Ke felt that if all else failed, they could use chlorine gas. Individual soldiers approaching and attacking with chlorine grenades could achieve significant results.

But those were combat arrangements. From an operational or political perspective, this "hot-headed" approach of only thinking about how to fight the enemy was not advisable.

"Comrades, do not be in a hurry. This matter is neither purely large nor small. I hope you can consider this from a strategic perspective. I already have my own thoughts, but I now require you to discuss our response to German influence—and pay attention, I mean German influence *in China*. You may ask me questions, and I will answer them, but I will not lead this discussion," Chen Ke said. Under the old system, it was difficult to truly have unity of heart and mind, because the hierarchy prevented equality among the discussants. Subordinates would exhaust their heart and soul, bleeding and sweating, only for the benefits to go to the superiors first, who would then "bestow" rewards based on personal circles and interests. That was the norm of the old era.

The People's Party did not have this problem at this stage. Within the Party, there were only differences in division of labor, not in status. Authority was far from being linked to personal interest. The entire People's Party presented a scene of youthful vigor and prosperity.

The comrades knew a conflict with the Germans was inevitable and were mentally tense; they hadn't expected Chen Ke to pull this. Pang Zi said anxiously, "Chairman Chen, look what time it is, and you're still giving us problems to solve. Wherever you point, we will strike. Why be so indirect? If you have something to say, just say it!"

Chen Ke nodded. "Very well, I'll say it now: if I were to suddenly fall ill and die right now, how would this battle be fought, and how would this situation be handled? If I die, you must step up and take my place! The revolution can never cease just because one person is missing! That is absolutely unacceptable."

These words were quite ominous; in any organization other than the People's Party, Chen Ke's words might have caused misunderstanding.

Seeing Chen Ke's serious attitude, Shang Yuan immediately requested to speak. "Then let's do this: the comrades will split into two groups. One will handle routine combat readiness, and the other will engage in strategic discussion. What do you all think?"

As the Secretary of the Huaihai Provincial Party Committee, Shang Yuan possessed considerable prestige. Once he spoke, the comrades agreed immediately.

"My heart won't settle; participating in the discussion now would just be blind talk. I'll go prepare the routine combat readiness," Pang Zi declared. This fiery personality was Pang Zi's true nature; when it came to killing enemies or performing specific tasks, he never lagged behind. But for planning, he truly lacked the patience. Furthermore, Pang Zi genuinely wanted to fight the Germans. During the suppression of Uncle Jing Tingbin's uprising, the foreign devils had exerted great effort; today, being able to strike them left Pang Zi filled with fighting spirit.

Before leaving, Pang Zi suddenly turned around and shouted, "Chairman Chen, comrades! For a real fight with the foreign devils, please give the most dangerous mission to me. I, Pang Zi, will fight them to the bitter end!"

With that, Pang Zi gave a military salute and strode out the door.

More than half the cadres left for routine readiness, leaving the remaining comrades gathered around a large table to begin the discussion.

"Chairman Chen, can you give us a general outline of the strategy?" Wu Xingchen asked.

Chen Ke immediately rejected the request. "No. If I draw it out, what will there be for you to discuss? Of course, if the result you discuss is different from my strategy, I will correct it. So, start the discussion now."

Seeing Chen Ke's firm attitude, the others stopped wasting words on the matter. The strategic discussion began immediately.

Yan Fu did not interject. As the most senior veteran of the navy, he felt regret that he couldn't use warships to fight the enemy. However, he felt somewhat fortunate, because these young people with him showed not the slightest fear despite their lack of a navy. Some among them had furrowed brows, but it wasn't out of fear of German warships; it was from seriously considering how to strategically overwhelm the enemy.

For a long time, Yan Fu had viewed these young people as his juniors—as his disciples to some extent. But listening to them seriously discuss how to defend Lianyungang as Chinese territory, discussing the powerful weapons and well-trained troops they would face, Yan Fu suddenly experienced a feeling he had never had before: these young people before him were not just his juniors; in the face of a foreign enemy, they were also his comrades-in-arms.

This sudden emotion made Yan Fu's eyes grow moist. It had been difficult for him to integrate into the People's Party's battles against the various New Armies and Beiyang; he couldn't help it. Yan Fu didn't like civil war at all—with foreigners pressing in step by step, why was China engaged in such fierce internal strife? Therefore, he had firmly supported and been gratified by Chen Ke's strategic consideration of avoiding civil war and seeking compromise with Beiyang.

But regarding the People's Party's firm attitude toward fighting the foreign devils, Yan Fu supported it even more resolutely.

"To deal with the Germans, we must neutralize their fleet. If all else fails, we'll use sea mines. Or use frogman diving equipment to place explosives under their ships," Wu Xingchen suggested.

Hearing naval knowledge, Yan Fu's thoughts were immediately pulled back to reality. "To do that, you first must determine the enemy's position. As for frogmen, carrying explosives powerful enough to pierce ship armor would mean the explosives must be quite large. With such volume, underwater speed would be very slow, and they wouldn't be able to keep up with the ships. Moreover, warships have damage control; even if you blow a hole, the impact is limited."

"What if we use equipment?" Wu Xingchen followed up.

"The Naval Academy is also designing submarines, but in the sea, to ensure oxygen supply, you have to erect a snorkel. To prevent it from being covered by waves, the snorkel must extend to a considerable height. A single pipe sticking out of the vast ocean is very conspicuous," Yan Fu gave another negative answer.

Shang Yuan, though not well-versed in military matters, noticed that these discussions were still confined to homeland defense and combat details. This was completely different from the strategic considerations Chen Ke had mentioned. After pondering for a while, he asked Chen Ke, "Chairman Chen, if we go to total war with the German military forces in China, what would be the attitude of other foreign nations?"

Everyone looked at Chen Ke, only to see a look of approval on his face. "If we thoroughly crush the Germans and prove the People's Party's military strength in such a war, the other powers will not move against us until they are prepared to defend their own bottom lines. The powers won't engage in a business where they 'steal a chicken only to lose the rice.'"

Shang Yuan's lips were pressed tight; his thoughts were so intense that his eye twitched despite his effort to remain composed. After steadying his breath, he said loudly, "What if our goal this time is to kick the German military forces out of China entirely?"

Though several comrades had held similar thoughts, hearing it spoken aloud sent a shiver through them.

"Chairman Chen, that would be total war with Germany," Wu Xingchen's face showed a mix of anticipation and worry.

"Kicking German military forces out of China and total war with Germany are two different things. We don't have the capacity to attack the German homeland; how could we have a total war?" Chen Ke replied.

"Then how should we fight?" Chen Tianhua knew Chen Ke had long been determined to fight the Germans—or rather, determined to fight any foreign military force invading China. Thus, he hadn't participated in the initial discussion. Now that the scope of operations was determined, he asked immediately.

"I hope you will discuss this, making full use of the knowledge you've learned to judge the current situation and analyze the interests and characteristics of each party. That is to say, you must not only establish an understanding of China but also a view of the world. I have never advocated for isolationism; I advocate for integrating into the world. Our People's Party has gained great benefits through foreign trade. Therefore, we must contact the world and understand the world. We must have a realistic, truth-seeking view of the entire world. Continue the discussion."

"Then I'll ask a question!" Wu Xingchen spoke up immediately. "What exactly are the interests of the various nations in China?"

This was indeed a good question. Chen Ke then gave a general overview: Britain's demand to completely open the Chinese market; Germany's hope to expand its influence through competing for colonies and markets; the French following the British to seize benefits; Russia's desire to establish "Yellow Russia" in the Northeast; and the United States, as a rising power, pushing the "Open Door and Equal Opportunity" policy.

Once Chen Ke finished, Wu Xingchen frowned and said, "It sounds like the European and American powers are all birds of a feather."

Chen Tianhua had discussed this with Chen Ke before and had realized one thing. "Comrades, whether the enemies are birds of a feather is not too important. What's important is to what extent we can defend China's interests. And what price we are willing to pay, and to what extent we want to carry the war. Are we only fighting the Germans, or simply kicking all the foreign devils out of China? Do we want to cut off all trade with the foreign devils, or how do we seek a temporary point of balance? That is strategic planning."

"But that's the work of the Center..." Wu Xingchen couldn't help saying, before remembering that Chen Ke was already in Huaihai Province, and in reality, the "Center" was now essentially just an office responsible for reporting to Chen Ke and transmitting his instructions and the best practices from other provinces throughout the base area.

The others lacked the capacity for such comprehensive strategic formulation. Shang Yuan managed to summarize several basic points and then said to Chen Ke, "Chairman Chen, on these basic points, the comrades now need you to provide an explanation."

Through listening to the comrades' discussion, Chen Ke had determined that this was their current limit. That Shang Yuan could produce several basic points was already a very good method. Chen Ke did not delay further and began to analyze and straighten out the situation based on those points, organizing them into a complete strategic concept.

Yan Fu could understand the line of reasoning Chen Ke proposed, but his mind soon wandered again. He had always felt that the People's Party was different from other factions, and different from the political forces he had once envisioned as capable of saving China. In other factions, subordinates were unconditionally responsible to superiors, but superiors would never teach subordinates how to do things—let alone strive to let them learn more knowledge. Even the teachers of this era would not go to such lengths.

Chen Ke's earlier words had been sincere: "If I die, you must step up and take my place." This was the People's Party system; it was repeatedly emphasized in the army that at critical moments, commanders must lead the way personally. There was only "follow me," never "go get them." It was because of Chen Ke's attitude that the young comrades felt this people's revolution was their own cause and their own revolution—because if the comrade in front fell, the one behind would immediately take their place. It was this group of youths, who would have been considered madmen in the old era, who had created the achievements before him.

*Do I have such an attitude?* Yan Fu suddenly thought. After a moment's reflection, he was certain: currently, he did not.
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Chapter 121: The Sino-German Conflict (Part 4)

At noon on July 7, 1911, the People's Party issued an extremely rare circular telegram to the entire nation: "In the early hours of July 7, the German Pacific Fleet shelled Lianyungang. Under the cover of naval guns, German Marines invaded the city. Central China is in crisis. The People's Party units defending Lianyungang rose in counterattack simultaneously with the German invasion. The Germans seek to repeat their previous seizure of Jiaozhou Bay. Due to the current relationship between the People's Party and the other provinces of China, the People's Party requests no support from the provinces, nor does it ask for donations. However, if any other political force supports the Germans in this war of anti-aggression, the People's Party, after achieving victory in this sacred war of national defense, will certainly deliver severe strikes against such traitors."

Most provinces were unaware of the friction between the People's Party and the Germans; even those who had heard rumors from Beijing viewed the matter as a joke. The People's Party was an even more dangerous existence than Beiyang, a fact known to all provincial rulers. Although the People's Party shouted slogans of "no support and no money" in the face of the German offensive, the subsequent line about "severely punishing traitors" after the war inevitably reminded the provinces of the People's Party's earlier circular: "Whoever protects the Emperor, the People's Party will eliminate."

Facing this telegram, every province felt an indescribable flavor. Logically, whether the People's Party could preserve itself against a foreign attack was a major question. Yet judging by this telegram, the People's Party appeared to be handling things with ease. This was far from a normal situation. Due to the fog of intelligence, the provinces were in a state of profound confusion. Consequently, spies from all directions hurried toward Lianyungang, the supposed battlefield, hoping to obtain accurate news.

The Beiyang government, however, faced no such fog. They had already confirmed that, as the People's Party claimed, the German Pacific Fleet had indeed shelled Lianyungang and landed troops. Furthermore, in addition to the circular telegram, the People's Party had sent a specific telegram to Beiyang and delivered a letter from Chen Ke to Yuan Shikai through their delegation in Beijing.

The contents of the letter were astonishing. Chen Ke stated that, based on the wartime situation, the People's Party intended to attack Qingdao. Therefore, he was notifying Yuan Shikai in advance, hoping that when the People's Party marched on Qingdao, it would not lead to any misunderstandings between the two sides.

Chen Ke was worried about being misunderstood? Yuan Shikai was speechless at the thought. After dismissing the young members of the People's Party delegation, Yuan sent for Xu Shichang, Wang Shizhen, and Duan Qirui. All three understood Yuan's intention. After taking turns reading Chen Ke's letter, Xu Shichang spoke first. "President, the People's Party intends to win prestige this time. I am not well-versed in military matters, but I wonder if they can achieve victory."

Yuan Shikai turned toward Duan Qirui. "Zhiquan, what do you think?"

Duan Qirui already had his thoughts ready and replied immediately, "The People's Party's strength lies in their numbers. Even if they fight in Lianyungang and Qingdao simultaneously, they won't face a shortage of troops. However, the German fortress at Qingdao is extremely well-fortified."

As he spoke, Duan Qirui produced a map of the German Qingdao Fortress. The German Emperor's vision for Qingdao was first as a naval port and second as a commercial port; thus, a large number of military facilities collectively known as the "Qingdao Fortress" had been built. In addition to existing permanent batteries, the German garrison had constructed a new defensive line stretching from Fushan Bay roughly along what are now Yan'an 3rd Road and Zhenjiang Road, and then along the Haibo River to Jiaozhou Bay. This line included both old and newly built batteries, all interconnected by open trenches and tunnels.

Beiyang had paid close attention to the layout of the Qingdao Fortress and possessed a general understanding of its artillery groups.

Taixizhen Battery: four 21cm cannons. Tuandao Battery: three 8.8cm cannons. Yamen Mountain (now Xiaoyushan) Battery: three 15cm cannons. Huiqian Cape (now Huiquanjiao) Battery: two 24cm cannons with turrets, three 15cm cannons with turrets. Fengtailing (Mount Moltke, now Shuishishan) Battery: three 8.8cm cannons. Bismarck Mountain (now Qingdao Mountain): South Battery with four 28cm howitzers, North Battery with two 21cm cannons. ... ...

A long list of data followed, totaling the various cannons scattered across the fortress.

Even Xu Shichang, who claimed to "not understand military matters," had been a key figure during the Xiaozhan training era. Firstly, he enjoyed Yuan Shikai's high trust and respect, with Yuan treating him as an older brother and following his advice. Secondly, as a member of the Hanlin Academy, he was respected by the generals, who addressed him as "Teacher." Thirdly, he was diligent, having taught himself military science and English and authored thirteen volumes of military manuals including *A Record of New Army Strategies* and *Detailed Illustrations of Drill Methods*, using new traditions to coordinate training and education for the entire army. His achievements were remarkable and his prestige high, establishing his position in the Beiyang Army second only to Yuan Shikai and achieving his goal of "using letters to master the martial and military merit to advance."

Listening to Duan Qirui's description of a modern fortress equipped with over a hundred cannons of various calibers and rates of fire, Xu Shichang exhaled softly. This fortress was indeed impregnable. As long as ammunition supplies were secured, the Qingdao Fortress was truly unconquerable.

During the Russo-Japanese War, the Japanese suffered over fifty thousand casualties while attacking the Port Arthur (Lushun) Fortress and still failed to take it. The Germans' Qingdao Fortress was even better prepared. Although the People's Party had achieved victory after victory domestically, there was no word of them possessing any large-scale artillery. If they intended to take the Qingdao Fortress by force, it was likely impossible.

After finishing his briefing on the fortress, Duan Qirui sneered. "When Chen Ke met with the German Minister, he told him that in his hometown, there's a saying for something that can't be done: 'Wash up and go to sleep'—keep dreaming. When the Minister demanded the People's Party recognize the old treaties, Chen Ke said, 'No need to wash, just go straight to sleep.' I suspect Chen Ke's attempt to face the Qingdao Fortress will be the real case of 'no need to wash, just go straight to sleep.' When he said those words, he likely never imagined the Minister would use the insult as a pretext for war."

This was the first time Xu Shichang had heard this, and he never expected Chen Ke would say such things in a formal diplomatic setting. Yet seeing the mockery on Yuan Shikai's face and the disdain on Wang Shizhen's, Xu finally believed that the seemingly rational Chen Ke could also act like a fool.

However, perhaps because Xu Shichang had never dealt with the People's Party and never suffered at their hands, he felt a faint sense of unease. Chen Ke might act like a fool occasionally, but Xu did not believe he was a reckless man. Given Chen's rudeness to the German Minister and his rapid military response, his attitude was remarkably consistent.

Thinking of this, Xu Shichang's expression grew solemn.

Yuan Shikai, being very familiar with Xu, immediately asked, "Juren, what is it?"

Xu Shichang replied, "President, although the German Minister's move against the People's Party was pre-planned, Chen Ke's consistent attitude was surely no accident, either."

Those present were all capable men; upon Xu's reminder, they immediately understood what he meant. Duan Qirui said in surprise, "Mr. Juren, you mean Chen Ke *wanted* to fight the Germans all along and deliberately provoked the Minister?"

Xu Shichang couldn't be entirely certain, so he explained from another angle: "Although Germany has a hard-line attitude, they have no support in Asia outside of Qingdao. Russia is relatively friendly with Germany, but after the Russo-Japanese War, they are temporarily unable to move south. Japan is Britain's ally, as is France, and the Netherlands follows Britain's lead. Thus, Germany is currently isolated."

Yuan Shikai found these words familiar; upon reflection, he realized they were the very words Chen Ke had spoken to him during his visit. At this, even Yuan Shikai's expression changed. The German Minister used Chen Ke's rudeness as a pretext for war—a war the Germans had already prepared for. They needed a reason. If Chen Ke had also wanted this war all along, then deliberately giving the Minister a pretext to start the war made sense. This explanation was logically sound.

Having reached this conclusion, Yuan Shikai understood why Chen Ke hadn't chosen to declare war himself. Chen Ke still wanted to negotiate a trade package with the British. Actively moving against Germany would only invite a joint strike from all nations. But if Germany acted alone, the other European and American powers would temporarily refrain from military action against the People's Party.

"But Chen Ke still has to be able to take the Qingdao Fortress," Duan Qirui, also a perceptive man, had thought through the issue further. "If the People's Party can't take the fortress, they can only rely on a siege. The other powers would never give Chen Ke such an opportunity; they would certainly pressure him from behind until he was forced to withdraw."

"And if Chen Ke *can* truly take the Qingdao Fortress?" Xu Shichang, who was addressed as "Teacher" by the generals because of his Hanlin background, possessed enough presence to challenge Duan Qirui.

Duan Qirui was stumped by the question. Indeed—if the People's Party truly could take the Qingdao Fortress... Duan remembered when he and Wang Shizhen had been surrounded by the People's Party in Huaiyuan County. The People's Party had broken through the city with formidable siege capabilities, and the Beiyang 3rd Division and Jiangbei New Army had been annihilated.

"If the People's Party truly can take the Qingdao Fortress, then we in Beiyang can 'wash up and go to sleep.' Oh, wait—no need to wash, just go straight to sleep," Yuan Shikai laughed loudly.

These words were so abrupt that the other three were startled. They first looked at the laughing Yuan Shikai and then at each other, not knowing how to interpret his meaning.

Yuan stopped laughing. "If the Qingdao Fortress can be taken, what is there that the People's Party cannot conquer? Looking across the whole of China, is there any place better fortified than the Qingdao Fortress?"

"Xiangcheng..." Xu Shichang was frightened by the thought.

Yuan Shikai stood and lightly patted Xu's shoulder. "Brother Juren, I meant nothing else. You know I despise those who obsess over a single phrase as if one word could decide success or failure. The People's Party is going to attack the fortress; anything we say beforehand is useless."

"President, if you think the People's Party can take the fortress, we absolutely cannot let them have it so easily," Duan Qirui said hurriedly.

Yuan Shikai shook his head slightly. "No. We shall clear the path for them to fight. When Chen Ke left Beijing, several thousand of his men covered four hundred li in four days. If we wanted to block the People's Party, would Chen Ke not have anticipated that?"

Hearing this, Duan Qirui fell silent. If Chen Ke had indeed calculated for the Germans, he must have calculated for Beiyang as well. Recalling the People's Party's circular telegram: "If any other political force supports the Germans... the People's Party... will certainly deliver severe strikes against such traitors."

Duan Qirui understood the meaning now. If the People's Party lost, there was nothing to say. But if they won, they would use the prestige of a great victory to strike whoever they pleased. Beiyang had already lost to the People's Party, and the defeated generals were Duan Qirui and Wang Shizhen. If Beiyang lost again, the central government would be at its end.

"Pinqing, this is a matter of war. Send a telegram to Chen Ke in the name of the Ministry of the Army. Our Beiyang garrison will absolutely not leave their barracks while the People's Party attacks Qingdao," Yuan Shikai ordered Wang Shizhen.
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There were many Taoist priests in Shandong. Generally speaking, they primarily engaged in funeral rites, drawing talismans to exorcise ghosts, and acting to some extent as itinerant healers. As a port city, Qingdao felt a relatively high level of influence from new technologies. When the wealthy fell ill, they sought Western medicine, and for funerals, they wouldn't hire a wandering priest of unknown origin. Despite having visited Qingdao multiple times over the past few years, Daoquanzi's "business" had never officially opened.

Fortunately, Daoquanzi had never expected to make a living this way; he was only there to blend in and become a familiar face. For a Taoist intelligence agent like him, if he didn't establish a familiar presence, the strangely dressed priest would certainly be suspected the moment the situation grew tense.

Seeing that the sun was about to set, Daoquanzi found a small inn to stay in. Business was clearly poor, but at least Daoquanzi could afford a private room. After the waiter delivered his meal and withdrew, Daoquanzi carefully locked the door and pulled a cloth bundle from the very bottom of his bamboo basket. Inside were several pencils and a small stack of paper. Working from memory, he recorded the positions of every German battery in the Qingdao Fortress that he had seen.

Within the People's Party intelligence system, wandering Taoists were a vital component. They weren't expected to perform any extraordinary tasks—only to faithfully record what they observed. Once the intelligence was written, Daoquanzi finished his meal. After a while, the waiter returned to clear the dishes and, in passing, took the materials Daoquanzi had prepared. No words were exchanged, no discussions held. the People's Party always employed such a model for intelligence, and Daoquanzi was very satisfied with it.

However, in Beijing at this same time, the former intelligence broker Zheng Wenjie felt quite differently. Now that Beiyang sat upon the throne of the realm, Zheng felt a renewed sense of pride. As an old Beiyang hand, although his rise within the Ministry of the Army couldn't be called meteoric, it was certainly steady; he was now a Deputy Director in the Operations Department. Since Beiyang was in power, Zheng no longer provided intelligence to the People's Party. Fortunately, the People's Party never blackmailed anyone, and Zheng was someone who could "pick it up and put it down," so his mind remained unburdened.

On July 8, a sudden commotion broke out within the Ministry of the Army. Zheng Wenjie was wondering about the flurry of footsteps outside when his office door was pushed open. "The People's Party has sent a female representative to our Ministry," a man outside said in a tone filled with intense curiosity.

"A woman?" Even as a middle-to-high-ranking official, Zheng Wenjie felt a surge of interest.

"And a pretty one, too," the informant added excitedly. In this era, there were indeed women of high status, but they relied either on their maternal families or their husbands' families. An independent woman representing an organization was unheard of. Furthermore, there were almost no women in the military, and since the People's Party representatives always wore uniforms, they were naturally viewed as female soldiers.

Those who frequented the Ministry of the Army were not men who had never seen a woman. However, such a female representative truly piqued Zheng Wenjie's curiosity. "Come on, let's go take a peek."

The People's Party representative was there to see Wang Shizhen, the Minister of the Army. Wang was in the building, but he had no desire whatsoever to receive a People's Party representative. These past few days, the People's Party representatives had been visiting everyone, throwing the capital into a state of confusion. Refusing to see them would be a sign of weakness, while seeing them would spark rumors. With the situation so chaotic, Wang Shizhen naturally wanted to wait and see, but "the tree seeks stillness yet the wind will not subside." It seemed the People's Party would not let Wang have his peace so easily.

The one visiting was Huang Yuyue. She was not blind to the crowd of men loitering around and glancing at her, but she stood at the main gate of the Ministry of the Army looking straight ahead at the shadow wall. She completely ignored the idle men who stared at her like she was a monkey in a show. She had long been accustomed to such attention. Chairman Chen Ke had specifically explained to the delegation, including Huang Yuyue, the difference between "industrial socialized mass production" and the "scattered sand of a small-peasant economy."

As a member of the delegation, Huang Yuyue was a part of the People's Party's socialized mass production organization. The entire organization stood behind her as support, and every member had to provide support for the organization's overall operation through their own labor. It could be described as "everyone for me, me for everyone."

Although Chen Ke was a resolute proletarian revolutionary and an especially firm materialist, he had once told Huang Yuyue and the others that some people were naturally suited to integrate into this "socialized mass production" system, and the People's Party welcomed such comrades.

Huang Yuyue didn't have much confidence in whether she was naturally suited for the system, but she felt she had adapted very well to the People's Party's existing structure. Thus, whether being stared at or performing her work, she could accept it quite naturally.

The gatekeepers had apparently received orders; Huang Yuyue waited for a long time without anyone attending to her. But she was not discouraged in the slightest. Aside from inquiring every twenty minutes, she and her two guards simply stood there, effectively blocking the gate of the Ministry. A woman leading men to block the gate of the Ministry of the Army was quite a spectacle. Many passersby had already stopped to watch, and the gatekeepers seemed unable to hold out much longer. Huang Yuyue saw a gatekeeper go inside. When he returned, he politely invited Huang and her group into the gatehouse to wait.

"No need. If you think we are tired, please bring out a few stools. We will wait right here," Huang Yuyue said with a smile. To see Wang Shizhen this time, the delegation had decided after discussion to have Huang personally take the lead. Wang Shizhen could brush off men, but he couldn't stand being pressured at his own front gate by a woman.

"Perhaps you would prefer to wait inside the Ministry?" the gatekeeper asked awkwardly.

"No need. I am a mere woman and have not seen much of the world. I fear that even if I enter, I still won't be able to see Mr. Wang Shizhen. Therefore, please go in and report that I request Mr. Wang to come out and welcome us personally. Otherwise, I shall come to the gates of the Ministry every day to seek an audience," Huang Yuyue said in a gentle tone. The standard Mandarin of a southern woman was soft and melodious, quite different from that of a northern woman. The gatekeeper was stunned for a moment before he realized the immense arrogance contained in those words.

Another hour passed. After Huang Yuyue had blocked the gates for a full five hours, Wang Shizhen finally sent his personal guards to welcome her.

In truth, Wang Shizhen felt a certain degree of admiration for the People's Party's female representative. Using the People's Party's prestige to pressure others was easy enough. But for a woman not to resort to a scene or sharp-tongued bickering, but instead to employ such a resolute "gate-blocking" method of seeking an audience, was indeed commendable.

"I have come to ask for Beiyang's assistance in providing whatever intelligence you possess regarding the Qingdao Fortress—the topographical maps and battery positions," Huang Yuyue said directly as soon as she saw Wang Shizhen.

"Why?" Faced with such frankness, Wang Shizhen did not prevaricate.

Huang Yuyue replied candidly, "We are at war with the Germans and indeed need this intelligence. Preparing it ourselves now would take too much time. We believe the Beiyang government and you, Minister Wang, are patriots. While our People's Party is fighting the Germans, we hope to receive the support of Chinese patriots."

These upright words left Wang Shizhen somewhat at a loss. Threats or bribes certainly couldn't move him, but that didn't mean he lacked a stance of his own. Even from a Beiyang perspective, it didn't mean Wang lacked any sense of duty toward China. To be asked for support by a woman from the perspective of a patriot left Wang momentarily unable to answer.

After a long pause, Wang replied, "Allow me to inquire with my subordinates first. If we have them, I will certainly provide them to your side."

Huang Yuyue smiled. "Minister Wang, you are a veteran of the military. Since we intend to take Qingdao, we must naturally attack the fortress. How could veterans like you not have studied the maps of the Qingdao Fortress? We truly need those maps, so please give us a definite word. How long will it take for you to consult with President Yuan and the other Beiyang ministers? How long until you can give us a final answer?"

Hearing this, Wang Shizhen truly looked at her in a new light. He had assumed the People's Party used women merely for show—and women in the military outside the People's Party were essentially camp followers. But Huang Yuyue's logical and clear words confirmed to Wang that the person before him was indeed a negotiating opponent, not a mere ornament. This realization was quite jarring.

After another pause, Wang Shizhen replied, "Miss Huang, the People's Party claims to be striking foreigners by attacking Qingdao, but is it not also for your own benefit? The dispute with the Germans was a frontier conflict initiated by the People's Party itself. If you win, the People's Party's fame will shake the world, potentially overshadowing the Central Government. What benefit is there for our Beiyang in providing you with fortress maps and intelligence?"

"Minister Wang, it is said that the 'Grand Vessel' (power) has no permanent master; it resides with the virtuous and the strong. Our People's Party believes Beiyang possesses both virtue and strength, which is why we supported President Yuan's ascension. If we truly win, our fame will indeed shake the world. But that fame will be won by our own efforts. What kind of person is it who sees others prospering and feels only envy, thinking that others shouldn't have such success? I am sure President Yuan, the Beiyang gentlemen, and you—the pillar of Beiyang—are absolutely not such people." Huang Yuyue's voice was soft and beautiful, her delivery steady and unhurried.

Faced with such a subtle mockery, Wang Shizhen felt no rage. The People's Party relied entirely on itself; thus, when Beiyang discussed methods to deal with them, they found that aside from direct military action, there were essentially no better ways. Every cooperation the People's Party proposed to Beiyang was of genuine benefit to Beiyang. If they were to refuse all cooperation merely out of envy and fear, it would only prove Beiyang's own cowardice and incompetence.

Huang Yuyue's words did not provoke Wang Shizhen; instead, they stirred his fighting spirit. He answered, "Within fifteen days, I will certainly give Miss Huang a definitive answer."

At this, Huang Yuyue couldn't help but smile slightly. "Minister Wang, have you calculated that it's impossible for us to begin the attack on Qingdao within fifteen days?"

"Oh? Can the People's Party launch an attack within fifteen days?" Wang Shizhen asked.

"Mobilizing a hundred thousand troops to reach Qingdao probably isn't possible within fifteen days. But a vanguard of ten thousand can certainly arrive," Huang Yuyue replied.

"Then I shall certainly give Miss Huang an answer within fifteen days," Wang Shizhen said. Based on what Huang said and his own judgment, a formal attack by the People's Party would require a month. Without an assault by a hundred thousand troops, Wang Shizhen truly couldn't imagine what other options the People's Party had.

"Then I shall await your news, Minister Wang," Huang Yuyue replied. "Minister, is there anything else you wish to ask me?"

This was a clear indication that she was taking her leave, though it differed greatly from the usual etiquette of officialdom. Wang Shizhen blinked before replying, "No."

"Then I shall depart." Huang Yuyue rose.

Watching her figure retreat, Wang Shizhen shook his head slightly. If even a young girl could act with such caliber, the People's Party could only be described as brimming with talent. Thinking that while Beiyang was also numerous and powerful, its people were all too old compared to Huang Yuyue, Wang felt a surge of melancholy.
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Chapter 123: The Sino-German Conflict (Part 6)

July 8, 1911, was a beautiful summer morning, with the sky bright enough to clearly see the shore. The German warships slowly approached the Lianyungang pier. Admiral Maximilian von Spee observed the beachhead positions near the port through the high-powered binoculars on his ship.

According to the operational plan, the German forces did not intend to drive deep from the start. Instead, they planned to build a defensive system near the port first and then use it as a base to occupy Lianyungang—or at least control the entire port.

But the moment the Germans landed the previous day, they were met with sniper fire from the People's Party. The People's Party marksmen were clearly hand-picked; at least, the Germans couldn't observe exactly where the enemy was hidden. Fortunately, the naval observers were also selected for their sharp eyesight, and the gunpowder smoke from the shots slightly revealed the snipers' positions. The German Marines immediately attacked, only to be met with fire from even more hidden locations as they moved forward in a crouch.

It wasn't just bullets; the People's Party actually used mortars. Admiral von Spee personally saw at least three mortar shells explode within the German advance ranks. The Marines immediately dropped to the ground, and the offensive was halted.

Out of necessity, the German naval guns opened fire on the People's Party blocking positions. Listening to the thunderous booms and feeling the tremors from the artillery fire, von Spee felt a pang of regret. Every shell of the German East Asia Squadron had been transported thousands of li from the German homeland. Due to transport constraints, they were not in a position to fire at will. This wasn't just a matter of shell count; the shells were consumables, and the gun barrels were consumables as well. The small-caliber secondary guns could be replaced by the navy themselves, but for the large-caliber main guns, there wasn't even a dock in China capable of performing a replacement.

After the secondary guns on the German warships fired a volley at the People's Party infantry and artillery positions, the Marines resumed their attack. Although the Germans were much more cautious this time, it was clear that the previous shelling had not completely eliminated the soldiers at the People's Party positions.

Worse still, the smoke from the shelling masked the smoke from the People's Party soldiers' shots. The People's Party must be using smokeless powder. It was only thanks to the naval observers' high vantage point and sharp vision that they could locate some of the People's Party fire points during the first round. But human vision has its limits; in the second round of fighting, the naval observers were completely unable to help.

The People's Party units' trademark deep-blue uniforms should have been easy to identify, but not a trace of deep blue could be seen on the beach. Mortars had an extremely annoying feature—their firing angle could be staggeringly high. The German warships, after all, could not fire from directly against the shore. The Germans possessed very little hydrological data for Lianyungang, and emergency surveys before the battle could only guarantee safe navigation routes for the ships.

In such close combat, if a single shell went astray and hit the German troops directly, the already under-strength German force could not afford such a loss. When the guns on the landing craft joined the battle, the People's Party mortars began to return fire without showing the slightest weakness. Although the mortar shells lacked the power to destroy a warship, von Spee personally saw at least two shells explode near a German gun position, which was immediately thrown into chaos, its fire silenced for quite some time.

The German troops were high in spirit; even facing fierce retaliation, they continued to strive forward. As the distance between the opposing infantries closed, the sound of rifle fire was joined by the explosions of hand grenades. Having taken losses, the German advance stalled. At this point, the heavy machine guns the Germans had dragged ashore under fire began to roar, sending a storm of bullets toward the People's Party positions hidden in the smoke, attempting to suppress their fire points. Crisp machine-gun fire immediately responded from the People's Party side—not from a single location, but from multiple fire points simultaneously. Through his binoculars, von Spee saw bits of rock and grit kicking up as the German machine guns became the target of intense fire. The German machine gunners were struck by the bullets, performing a contorted dance like small straw men before falling backward.

This was completely different from the battle he had imagined. Von Spee had expected to encounter People's Party formations or even a mass charge. But before the enemy could even be seen—and with no sign of trenches—the engagement was already this intense. If he hadn't seen his soldiers being struck down one by one, von Spee might have thought there were no enemies at all.

In the fierce exchange, the Germans, unable to hold their ground, had to retreat again. This time, von Spee dared not be overconfident. After all German troops had withdrawn to a completely safe zone, the main guns on the light and armored cruisers finally began to roar. If the vibration from the secondary guns was like someone tapping a tabletop with a finger, the main guns were like someone slamming the ground with a massive iron sledgehammer. The sensation was not on the same level at all. It was no longer just a vibration, but a swaying motion caused by the ships being pushed back slightly by the immense recoil.

Massive clouds of dust and smoke immediately rose from the People's Party positions. A single shell from an armored cruiser's 240mm main gun could blast a crater the size of half a football field. The shockwave could kill outright, or at least half-kill, any living creature within 200 meters of the explosion. Under such shelling, no matter how skillfully the People's Party hid, they could not escape.

Sure enough, after several rounds of shelling, the German army landed again and met no resistance whatsoever. Supplies were rapidly moved ashore, and the Germans began to establish their beachhead.

However, that night, after the German Navy followed basic safety protocols and moved away from the beachhead into safer waters, the German position fell. According to a report from the observation post on the light cruiser *Nürnberg*, which was patrolling closer to the shore, the beachhead had been struck by shells of unprecedented explosive power. The enemy's large-caliber artillery had performed close-range fire. The naval observer solemnly swore that, judging by the extremely peculiar muzzle flash, the diameter of these barrels might even be larger than those of the German armored cruisers. After enduring only about a dozen of these shells, delivered like a sudden rainstorm, the beachhead fell silent.

At dawn, Admiral Maximilian von Spee transferred to the light cruiser *Leipzig* and approached the shore. After yesterday's shelling, both the German positions and the former People's Party positions were a total mess. The only thing they shared was that after being ravaged by "heavy artillery" from both sides, no life remained on the ground—only waves crashing against the beach and rocks. The simple fortifications built with sandbags at the former German beachhead had been wiped flat. A few German corpses were faintly visible on the sand. Yesterday's German efforts had clearly failed.

Von Spee looked at the officers beside him; they also wore expressions of disbelief at the facts before them. The tactic the People's Party employed was very simple: do not defend on the beach, where they would be subjected to intense German fire. At the same time, absolutely do not allow the Germans to occupy the beachhead and build strong fortifications.

This wasn't a particularly rare tactic; what was rare was that the People's Party army could actually execute it. Beiyang was already the strongest Chinese army the Germans had seen, and while they knew Beiyang had lost to the People's Party, the Germans didn't care much. Beiyang's courage indeed surpassed that of the Qing army, but their tactics were mostly learned from Germany: shelling followed by infantry line attacks. Such a model might work in land battles, but facing a narrow position and a German fleet, the Germans were confident they could eliminate any number of Beiyang troops.

But while the German officers could understand the People's Party's tactics, such decisiveness and execution were simply beyond the imagination of the German military. This was not a quality Chinese soldiers should possess—and the firepower that destroyed the German beachhead was not something a Chinese army should have.

To seize Lianyungang, the German Pacific Fleet had brought two of its three Marine battalions based in Qingdao. In yesterday's battle—specifically, after the beachhead was completely destroyed that night—the German forces had lost two entire companies, nearly four hundred men. One-fourth of the entire Marine force had been wiped out on the beach of Lianyungang.

The situation facing the Germans had become unprecedentedly dangerous. If things repeated today as they had yesterday, half the Marines would be lost. The only way to ensure the safety of the beachhead was to send all landing forces ashore and expand the defensive perimeter. The problem with that was that a portion of the Marines would then move out of the protection of the naval guns. The main guns relied on land-based observers for guidance, and their efficiency would be greatly reduced. If an armored cruiser's main gun shell missed its mark... the mere thought was enough to make one shiver.

The People's Party was clearly engaging the Germans in a counter-offensive, and their troops demonstrated sophisticated combat abilities and skills—not just the infantry, but the artillery as well.

If this desperate landing operation failed, then the German attack on Lianyungang would become a grand joke. A warship only carried a few hundred shells; once they were fired, that was it. Even if they blasted Lianyungang into a flat plain, the People's Party could simply ignore it. What then? Admiral von Spee had no contingency plan.

After a morning of military meetings, the German Pacific Fleet finally decided: starting from the afternoon, they would fiercely bombard key points in the vicinity. Even if transport was cut off, it wouldn't be a problem; now, the Germans actually hoped *not* to engage the People's Party. At least until a stable fortification was built, they wished to avoid combat.

And once night fell, the German warships would take turns approaching the shore, using their guns for deterrent fire to prevent a possible People's Party attack. Once the fortress was built, the Germans could withstand any People's Party offensive. In this strategy, what the Germans wanted was to clear the path for the European and American powers, giving them a pretext to pressure the People's Party. As long as the Germans could hold out here, Lianyungang would become a second Jiaozhou Bay.

Having determined their course, the German warships began to redeploy, all gun muzzles adjusting their angles toward potential targets. The dilapidated houses in the port area, which had already fallen silent, were blown through the air like scraps of paper by the massive explosive power of the shells.

"Damn it!" Wu Xingchen swore, the veins on his forehead bulging upon hearing the news. This 190cm-tall People's Party cadre had a storied past. Although he was one of the original eight members from Shanghai, because he hadn't acted in unison with Chen Ke but had instead independently developed the Shandong base area, he had at one point faced a comprehensive investigation. Even so, Wu Xingchen had not given up on himself. After the Party organization regained control of the Shandong base area, Wu—having passed the investigation—became the commander of the Shandong Military Region once more. This time, he had personally volunteered to take the front line against the German landing.

Until the shelling began this afternoon, the People's Party tactics had been quite successful. Camouflage, along with artillery-proof bunkers, fire points, and communication trenches that fully utilized the terrain, had all played their parts. In the daytime battle, when the Germans made a large-scale retreat, the frontline commanders had judged correctly and also chose a total withdrawal through the smoke, resulting in few casualties. Specifically, in the night attack, "Heartless Cannons" transported to the front under cover of darkness had launched over a dozen explosive packs into the German beachhead. The unit had struck and retreated immediately; judging by the scene observed this morning, the results were brilliant.

But at this moment, Wu Xingchen had made a great error. Chen Ke's advice before the battle had been "movement"—to utilize the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army's advantage of being familiar with the terrain, engaging the landing Germans in head-on combat with small units to effectively reduce the advantage of the German naval guns.

Following this reasoning, they should have only placed a small number of observers in the Lianyungang residential area, with the main force waiting at the jump-off points. Instead, Wu Xingchen had hoped to deliver a crushing blow to the Germans' second landing. He had stationed an entire company in the residential area of the port. Under the Germans' intense shelling, the fate of that company was already looking grim. Yet the People's Party possessed no heavy guns capable of returning fire against the German warships.

"Order the rear units: leave only a few observers. All other units retreat toward the defensive positions!" Even if a great mistake had been made, one could not allow one error to lead to another. This was the spirit repeatedly studied in the Party Committee. Since the Germans were shelling this way, the comrades at the jump-off points further back were also unsafe. Wu Xingchen could not continue to err.

Beside Wu Xingchen was Yan Fu, who also hadn't expected Wu's command post to be within range of the German naval guns. The People's Party's frontline command post was five kilometers from the front. German naval guns could fire at least twenty kilometers. Although the Germans couldn't cover everything with their fire, if a shell happened to "go astray," the command post would absolutely not hold up.

Though he believed himself capable of ignoring life and death, that was in naval combat. Being threatened in this one-sided manner now—it was impossible for him to feel nothing. But Yan Fu was present as a naval advisor, and he said, "If the Germans fire like this, they'll also use irregular shelling at night. It will be very dangerous for us to send out night-raid units again."

Wu Xingchen acted as if he hadn't heard Yan Fu's suggestion, but his words proved he clearly had. "Chairman Chen's order: we must pin the Germans down in Lianyungang. We cannot let them return to Qingdao. The night-raid units must be sent regardless of casualties. If anyone refuses orders, execute battlefield discipline immediately. Once discipline is executed, I will personally lead the night raid."

Li Changhao, the Political Commissar of the Shandong Military Region, frowned slightly as he looked at the dark-faced Wu Xingchen and then at Yan Fu, whose face had also darkened. He interjected, "Commander Wu, do not let your emotions take over. I will immediately gather the commissars and organize a night-raid unit composed of Party members."

Wu Xingchen harbored a deep, ocean-like hatred for Beiyang and had quite a grievance against Yan Fu in his heart, so his words were rather unpleasant to hear. Hearing Commissar Li's words, he also realized he had lost his composure. But now was not the time for apologies. He said, "I'll order the balloon unit to ascend immediately and observe the terrain. Heaven knows how many of the prepared communication lines can still be used after this German bombing."

Since everyone turned their focus to military work, a clash of tempers was for the moment forcibly avoided before it could escalate.
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Chapter 124: The Sino-German Conflict (Part 7)

At the same time Wu Xingchen was preparing for the counterattack on the night of July 8, the vanguard of Pang Zi's cavalry division finally arrived in the vicinity of Qingdao. The horses of one squad were already foaming at the mouth, clearly at the end of their strength. And that was relatively good; these riders had switched horses several times along the way. The cavalrymen themselves were nearly broken by the constant jolting of the journey.

As early as July 4, Chen Ke had ordered his troops to assemble and depart for the border. By July 7, after the People's Party sent the telegram to Yuan Shikai, the massed forces did not even wait for a reply before crossing the border and heading straight for Qingdao. The hallmark of this campaign was speed. The People's Party had no navy and no heavy artillery, combined with China's abysmal land transport. If the German fleet were allowed to roam freely between Lianyungang and Qingdao, the People's Party would never be able to hold out.

The Japanese loved to gamble on the national destiny—a practice Chen Ke had mocked in the past. Now he found himself more "Japanese" than the Japanese. Preparations for the operation against the Germans had been underway for some time; the moment Chen Ke reached Huaihai Province, he began organizing units and preparing supplies. Even so, the scale of preparations for the first round of combat was alarmingly small. With such limited supplies, the troops could launch no more than two offensives. Nevertheless, Chen Ke committed his forces.

He was gambling on one thing: the enemy force within the fortress currently numbered only a thousand, and most were not artillerymen. Even if they formed emergency gun crews, they would be unable to spare infantry to defend the fortress walls. The People's Party intended to use explosives and human lives to smash open the Qingdao Fortress.

The Qingdao Fortress was currently the largest and strongest fortification held by the powers in China. To break it would prove that no amount of solid fortification could withstand the People's Party. The psychological shock to the powers would far outweigh the actual strategic results.

Regardless of whether the Germans claimed the People's Party had insulted their Minister, or the People's Party claimed they were defending their homeland, the reason for this conflict was simple: the People's Party refused to recognize any treaties, and the Germans were forcing them to do so. This conflict was not merely an issue between the People's Party and Germany, but between Chinese interests and the interests of the powers. Where this war would end, Chen Ke himself could not entirely grasp. But if Chen Ke adopted any strategy of "national salvation through a curve" at such a juncture, the People's Party's own program would be completely undermined.

Since the goal was to save China, there was no need to consider one's own losses. If one could not firmly implement their principles on such a major issue of right and wrong, then what difference was there between Chen Ke and Wang Jingwei? Wang Jingwei's Nanjing government, at least in name, was not Japan, nor was it a Japanese colony. Legally, it was also an independent and sovereign government.

Having the People's Party's Beijing negotiation team claim that a hundred thousand troops were needed to attack Qingdao was merely a smoke screen. The force Chen Ke truly intended to deploy consisted of only three regiments and attached artillery—totaling over thirteen thousand men.

Communicated via carrier pigeons and telegrams, the People's Party's intelligence agencies cast off their disguises and began operating openly. Someone had already rendezvoused with the People's Party vanguard. While they could sleep in the wild, the units could not provide their own food and water in the field; they required guides and arrangements. The intense preparations continued until July 10, when the main force of the People's Party finally arrived.

Charging a fortress with warhorses was a joke; Pang Zi's cavalry division had now been transformed into a transport team. Over five thousand warhorses were loaded with supplies and equipment. Pu Guanshui, the Deputy Commander of the Shandong Military Region, personally led the infantry marching alongside them.

Chen Ke had initially intended to command this battle himself, but the Military Commission was unanimously opposed. Pu Guanshui put it plainly: "Chairman Chen, your job is not on the battlefield; your job is to command us in operations. The methods for the offensive have already been explained clearly enough. The units' regular training is also up to standard. Please stay here and command us from the rear."

Pu Guanshui's attitude represented that of most commanders. Chen Ke had been very clear about the brutal nature of this assault, and so the comrades were all the more eager to prove to him that they could indeed complete the mission. No matter how brutal the capture of the Qingdao Fortress might be, it was not a battle that would decide the survival of the People's Party. There was no reason for Chen Ke to go to the front lines himself.

After days of marching, the troops were exhausted. The soldiers and junior commanders prepared meals and rested in designated areas. The middle and high-ranking commanders gathered for a military meeting of the Frontline Committee. The camp was located northwest of Qingdao, fifteen kilometers from the city—just outside the edge of the German artillery range. Theoretically, the Germans could still strike the edge of the camp, but that would require God's own blessing.

Pu Guanshui didn't care about such a minor risk; his voice was loud and clear. "Comrades, we've been shouting about liberating all of China, and now the time has come to prove it. The whole of China is watching how we fight—watching to see if we have the ability to take the Qingdao Fortress. Everything that needs to be said has been said. This battle is not a field engagement; bayonets are useless. We must use our lives to pave the way. Therefore, I will emphasize battlefield discipline: any who hesitate before the enemy or refuse orders will face immediate execution by their commanders or commissars. We've conducted all the necessary mobilizations along the way. The German devils want to seize our land, and we must fight them to the bitter end. Do any of you have questions?"

This was the army's first battle against the foreign devils, and the commanders were all highly emotional. Hearing Pu Guanshui's words, no commander or commissar could harbor any fear.

"Don't worry. I've already written my suicide note."

"With all this training, the unit has confidence."

...

The young soldiers' eyes were bright, with no hint of retreat.

Pu Guanshui didn't actually want to say so much; as the commander-in-chief of this campaign, he was all too aware of what they faced.

"Someone has already begun evacuating the masses from Qingdao today. Tomorrow morning, the probing attacks will begin. The Germans are currently short-handed, with fewer than 1,500 men. They will inevitably rely on their artillery to resist our offensive. Even if only to bolster their own courage, they will fire fiercely. Every unit must be mentally prepared: once the offensive starts, there will be no distinction between front and rear. As long as the Germans spot a trace of our troops, they will open fire. The movement of every unit will face extreme danger."

There had already been much discussion on this point; the situation Pu Guanshui described was not new.

"What we must utilize is our numerical advantage. As long as we can blow a hole and charge inside, we'll outnumber the Germans ten to one—and most of those Germans will be busy operating the cannons. At the various battery positions, they'll have no systematic ability to resist. The cannons all face outward; once the crews are neutralized, the threat to our other comrades will decrease immediately. Therefore, once a unit blows a breach, they are not to wait for others but must immediately burst into the fortress to fight. Other units should also try to blow their own breaches and join the combat. Do not abandon your own offensive route to seek other breakthroughs. We have the numbers; with attacks coming from multiple directions, the enemy will be stretched thin, giving us a greater chance."

"What about artillery support?" Pang Zi asked.

The People's Party lacked heavy artillery. Judging by the current situation, it would take years—perhaps more than a decade—before they could produce the gun steel needed for large-caliber heavy guns. Yet without artillery, the Qingdao Fortress could never be taken. "Heartless Cannons"—the improvised explosive throwers—required simple conditions but also needed to be very close to the enemy. They were useless against a modern defensive system like the Qingdao Fortress.

The artillery support Pang Zi referred to was the new equipment developed by the People's Party: "rockets."

To Chen Ke, military industry before World War I didn't need to be measured in tens of thousands of tons, precision didn't have to reach the nanometer level, and structural depth didn't need to be at the quantum scale. These things could be resolved during the course of industrial development; the key was the mindset. As the saying goes, "If the rabbit isn't 'earthy' (crude/simple), its combat power is only five." This was perfectly illustrated by the rockets. The entire rocket was a one-time-use assembly of parts. The components consisted entirely of metal shells and gunpowder; the only thing that could be called refined was the silk used to wrap the propellant grain. The basic principle differed little from a common firecracker. They had a range of four kilometers and an accuracy of around fifty meters.

To speak of its technological content would leave the European and American industrial circles doubled over in laughter. Yet such a thing utilized a standard modular design. During development, a total of over thirty separate units had been involved. For the outer shell, they started with iron plates from the rolling workshop of the steel plant. Later, they switched to aluminum shells from the electrolytic aluminum plant. Still later, they switched back to iron, and then handed the problem to the refractory plant to try and solve. Finally, they settled temporarily on a composite shell of aluminum with a ceramic lining.

The rocket propellant grain and the explosive filler for the warhead were all handled by specialized military industry departments. Each department was responsible for a single, specific component.

Overall, Chen Ke provided the design concepts and then handed the design to a system integration department. This gadget had seen its earliest models appear during the battles against Duan Qirui's Beiyang 3rd Division. As the People's Party's industrial strength progressed and many manufacturing processes were mastered, the rockets were continuously improved.

This was the beauty of modular design: once each department produced its assigned component, they could be assembled into a final product.

No heavy artillery, yet a need for heavy fire—this was the situation the People's Party faced. Given their current low level of industrial strength, Chen Ke had to resort to such "earthy" methods to increase combat power.

"The unit currently has only about a hundred of these 130mm rockets. Once they're fired, we'll have to rely on mortars and smoke grenades. But even so, we must fight," Pu Guanshui said with determination.

While the Frontline Committee was deliberating, a comrade from the Intelligence Department rushed in to report. "Reporting to the Chief: a German force from the fortress is advancing toward us."

No news could have been more surprising to the Frontline Committee.

"Are the Germans crazy?" Pang Zi jumped to his feet in excitement. The Germans already lacked sufficient troops, yet they dared to send a force out to attack. Was there some trick involved?

"How many are coming?" Pu Guanshui asked immediately.

"Based on our observations, about six or seven hundred," the intelligence officer replied.

"What is their current position?" Pu Guanshui asked, even more urgently.

If they could annihilate this German force in one fell swoop, the troops guarding the Qingdao Fortress would be completely depleted. This was a godsend.

"They appear to be about six kilometers away," the officer answered.

While they were talking, another intelligence officer burst into the meeting. "Reporting: the advancing Germans have stopped. They are setting up defensive positions on the main transport route north of Qingdao city."

The eyes of the Frontline Committee members lit up. Pu Guanshui asked, "What is the situation inside the city?"

"Foreigners are rapidly withdrawing into the Qingdao Fortress."

At this answer, Pu Guanshui turned to the comrades. "Are the Germans worried we'll sack Qingdao?"

"Hmph," Pu Guanshui sneered. "Their concern seems to be a good thing for us."

"Is thirty rounds enough?" Pang Zi asked eagerly.

"Prepare thirty, fire twenty. Artillery units, prepare immediately!" Pu Guanshui ordered.

...

These were the defensive facilities established after Germany seized Qingdao. In 1899, Germany began building coastal batteries along the front—at Tuandao, Taixizhen, the Yamen, Huiqian Cape, and the south of Mount Bismarck (now Qingdao Mountain). Along the north side of the ridge, they built land batteries at Bismarck North, Iltis North, Iltis East, and Zhongjiawa. Along the Haibo River, they constructed an infantry fortress line spanning the front and rear shores, consisting of five major forts: Xiaozhanshan, Xiaozhanshan North, Central, Taidongzhen, and Coast—commonly known as Forts 1, 2, 3, 4, and 5.

The central command post of the fortress was located inside the subterranean part of Mount Bismarck and was completed in 1905. It covered an area of 1,600 square meters with a three-dimensional structure—three main floors, with some parts having five—and contained 42 rooms. The bunker was divided into eastern and western sections, with functional areas for command, living, and logistics. Its command system included a military operations research room for the supreme commander, an artillery command room, a naval command room, along with dedicated corridors for commanders, sleeping quarters, lounges, a medical clinic, a dining hall, and a water cistern. The top was equipped with a 360-degree rotating observation post, providing a complete view of the shipping in Jiaozhou Bay and surrounding activities. At this moment, Naval Captain Hanel stood on the observation post using high-powered binoculars to observe the direction of the People's Party forces.

Currently, the German Governor of Kiautschou was being represented by Captain Hanel, who had not followed Admiral Maximilian von Spee to attack Lianyungang. In truth, Captain Hanel had not initially considered this military operation to be much of an affair. Forget the People's Party, which had no navy whatsoever; even if the Beiyang and Nanyang Fleets of the Chinese Beiyang government were combined, they would be no match for the German Pacific Fleet.

However, landing operations faced numerous difficulties. In the eyes of Captain Hanel, von Spee would spend most of his energy fighting the winds and waves of the sea and the climate at the landing site.

Seizing Lianyungang was an excellent move for Germany. Located in Jiangsu, it was close to Shanghai. This would not only make it easier for German ships to reach China's wealthiest Jiangnan region but also give Germany two ports in China. This would completely revitalize the naval situation for the German Pacific Fleet.

If this were in Europe, Qingdao would not be left without a state of alert. But in China, if you strike a local government like the People's Party, you've struck them. Would the People's Party even dare to retaliate? In the military meeting before the mission, Captain Hanel had seemingly seriously raised the possibility. Another Naval Captain, Meyer-Waldeck, had replied with a straight face: "Such a possibility exists, but for it to become reality requires one condition—that the People's Party we are striking is not Chinese."

This brilliant answer had triggered a burst of laughter in the relaxed military meeting.

After von Spee led the fleet away, the German forces were aware of some changes within Qingdao city, but they weren't enough to justify sending police or soldiers to make arrests. It wasn't until the morning that a distraught policeman sought an audience with Captain Hanel, bringing the news that over ten thousand People's Party troops had arrived near Qingdao and intended to attack the fortress.

The Germans dispatched scouts, and after confirming the matter, Captain Hanel was forced to believe it: the People's Party had arrived.

Hanel had never believed the People's Party would launch a military operation against Qingdao, but judging by the current situation, it seemed they truly weren't "Chinese." Once the joke from the military meeting became reality, Hanel's primary feeling was not shock, but bafflement.

Nevertheless, basic preparations had to be made. It had to be admitted that after von Spee took two battalions of Marines, troop strength in Qingdao was severely lacking. The Germans did not have enough force to defend the entire city. In the emergency military meeting, someone proposed that the People's Party's military action was a feint intended to force the Qingdao Germans to call the Pacific Fleet for help, thereby resolving their crisis at Lianyungang.

This view received unanimous approval. It fit the German perception of the Chinese. Following this reasoning, the Germans identified a problem: if the People's Party entered Qingdao to sack it under cover of darkness, the Germans didn't have enough troops to defend.

German intelligence work was actually quite good, partly due to the large scale of business between the People's Party and foreigners, and the many foreign experts in the Wuhan industrial zone. According to the intelligence gathered by the Germans, the People's Party had no powerful heavy artillery—they even lacked 75mm guns.

Judging from the areas under People's Party control, this unit that had reached Qingdao in a few days could not possibly have brought 75mm mountain guns. Therefore, theoretically, by relying on the fortress guns and the forward defensive positions, the Germans could effectively stifle a People's Party offensive. The Germans wouldn't have to wait long; they only needed to get the German civilians into the fortress.

So Captain Hanel sent out a Naval battalion to set up defensive positions while assisting the German civilians in withdrawing into the Qingdao Fortress for temporary refuge. As he did so, Hanel felt a certain selfish resentment. If two of the three Marine battalions hadn't been taken, he wouldn't just be forced into defense—he could have sent troops out to organize an attack.

Through the high-powered binoculars, the German defensive positions were being established quite rapidly. Artillery positions were set, machine guns mounted, sandbags piled, roadblocks placed, and barbed-wire fences strung. All military deployments were made with composure. The German performance was satisfactory.

Defense did not require so many troops. As the German forces were reorganizing their ranks to set up the next temporary position, a ball of strange flame suddenly appeared in the sky.

High-powered binoculars cannot be maneuvered so flexibly; due to excessive force, the lens swung far out of position. Captain Hanel simply let go of the binoculars and looked with his own eyes. Something of an unidentifiable color was flying through the air, but from its tail, it spewed a bright flame. It was definitely not an artillery shell.

Just as he made this judgment, Hanel saw a dozen or so similar objects take flight in quick succession in the distance. These strange things traced beautiful smoke curves in the sky before falling toward the ground. Then, from the points of impact, came massive explosions.

Startled by the blasts, Hanel suddenly realized that the impact zone was all too familiar. After less than a second of rapid mental calculation, he understood. Hastily grabbing his observation binoculars, Hanel saw that the defensive position from moments ago had been transformed into a sea of fire. The successive explosions had precisely and completely enveloped the position. The figures of over six hundred German soldiers had completely vanished within the intense flashes and thick smoke of the explosions.

"Is the People's Party truly going to fight a war?" This question arose in Hanel's confused mind.
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"We aren't going there to surrender, so why are we having the comrades carry a white flag?" Pang Zi asked Pu Guanshui in the fading light of the sunset.

Pu Guanshui replied, "First of all, that isn't a white flag. It's the Red Cross flag for medical use. Secondly, can you guarantee that if our comrades go over there without it, they won't be mistaken for a vanguard of the offensive?"

This was sound logic, yet Pang Zi still felt extremely uncomfortable. "How can there be a war without people dying? What 'German civilians'? They're all invaders."

"If a dog bites a man, the man kills the dog—that is only right. But if a dog eats filth, does the man eat it too?" Pu Guanshui counseled him. "Old Pang, I know you harbor a deep hatred for the Germans. But we are first and foremost members of the People's Party, and we are proud Chinese. If we act just like the foreign devils, don't you think it's shameful?"

"I truly don't think it's shameful! What's shameful about taking revenge?" Pang Zi answered loudly. However, it was clear that his confidence was somewhat lacking. The People's Party would never permit the slaughter of civilians; Chen Ke had made that clear in the pre-war meetings. Anyone who massacred unresisting civilians out of spite, regardless of their status in the Party, would face a firing squad.

Pu Guanshui did not wish to bicker further and changed the subject. "The assault starting tomorrow will surely be met with desperate resistance from the Germans. We'll send units out tonight to prepare for demolitions."

At this, Pang Zi brooded for a minute, but he couldn't restrain himself for longer. "Let us go. I'll lead the team."

Yang Baogui, commander of the 7th Army, laughed. "Two legs can't outrun your four, but demolitions are not for your cavalry." He then turned to Pu Guanshui. "Commander Pu, you returned from Germany. Just how well can these Germans fight?"

"They can fight very well," Pu Guanshui told him truthfully. "You can call them rigid, and their tactics are completely different from ours, but within their own system, they are quite capable. Do not mistake them for Beiyang. I actually hoped they would surrender, but they won't."

The first battle of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army had been the storming of landlord Zhang Youliang's fortified village in Yuezhangji, Fengtai County. Since then, they hadn't fought many true field engagements; most had been siege battles. Yang Baogui, who had risen from a common soldier to army commander, understood the brutality of sieges all too well. Combined with his study of the Qingdao Fortress maps, he only sighed softly and offered no further comment.

The People's Party negotiation team approached the Qingdao Fortress on horseback, holding high the Red Cross flag. The Germans, at least, had not completely lost their reason. Although a platoon of German soldiers held their rifles at the ready, aiming at the People's Party soldiers as if facing a great foe, no one fired. Having never seen a German before, Lin Juemin, the lead negotiator, wasn't sure if these men were naturally pale-skinned or if they were white from fear and tension. Other sights drew his attention more: at the roadblocks in front of the fortress, German expatriates were panic-stricken, carrying bags and bundles as they rushed into the fortress in carriages or flatbed carts. Seeing the three People's Party riders approaching with the Red Cross flag, these foreign devils' faces turned exceptionally sour.

Pulled roughly from their horses and searched by the German soldiers, the three remained silent. But when the Germans prepared to bind them, Lin Juemin shouted in halting German, "Is this how you treat negotiators?"

At this shout, the German officers looked embarrassed. Although they very much wanted to shoot the three People's Party soldiers or tear them limb from limb, treating negotiators this way was indeed improper—especially after that rocket barrage, which had made the German soldiers feel a terrible danger closing in relentlessly. In the end, the officer stopped the soldiers from binding the team.

"What have you come for?" a second lieutenant asked.

"We are here to negotiate. War has begun, and your civilians are entering the fortress. This fortress is a combat zone; once our artillery opens fire, heaven knows if they will be caught in the crossfire. Therefore, we suggest placing the civilians in a neutral zone where neither side will conduct military operations."

Lin Juemin's suggestion caught the German officer off guard. This mode of handling the situation was very much in line with European practice. But this was China; the lieutenant even wondered if his eyes were deceiving him. Perhaps this black-haired, black-eyed Chinese man speaking broken, almost incoherent German was actually a European?

Not only the lieutenant, but the German soldiers and civilians who heard this stared at Lin Juemin with utter astonishment. The lieutenant remained silent for a moment before asking, "Is there anything else?"

"We are the glorious Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army of the People's Party. I now formally present our demand: the German forces within the Qingdao Fortress must surrender to our army by 3:00 AM tomorrow. Until that time, our side will temporarily refrain from attacking. If there is no contact from your side by 3:00 AM, we will consider it a refusal to surrender. If your side intends to continue fighting but is concerned about the civilians, then please send a representative with me now to our headquarters. Our side will discuss the issue of civilian safety with you. Regardless, if your side does not surrender, 6:00 AM tomorrow will be our final deadline, and combat will certainly begin. Please convey our intentions to your superiors, Lieutenant."

The faces of the Germans around Lin Juemin, already grim, darkened further. The People's Party negotiator's demands were not unusual—one might even call them chivalrous. But as the party clearly in the weaker position, the Germans—soldiers and civilians alike—felt a deep sense of shame.

However, since the People's Party had sent formal representatives, the lieutenant didn't dare take full responsibility. "Please wait a moment." With that, he ran into the fortress. Twenty minutes later, he returned somewhat out of breath. After showing a written order to the officer guarding the gate, he approached Lin Juemin. "Please follow me."

As they walked, Lin Juemin praised them in Chinese to his comrades. "The Germans are indeed very disciplined."

"Yes. Chairman Chen said that without a written order, even if he personally knocked on the gate, the guard shouldn't open it. It's easy to say, but when it comes to doing it, I doubt anyone would actually dare," a comrade replied. If it were the People's Party, this lieutenant probably wouldn't have needed any written order; a simple word would have seen them into the fortress.

The group didn't go far. In a building near the entrance, Captain Hanel, the acting Governor of Kiautschou, waited with a stern expression.

After being introduced, Lin Juemin gave a military salute to the captain. "I am Lin Juemin of the People's Party Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army."

After a pause, Captain Hanel reluctantly returned the salute. Before the negotiations began, Lin said, "Mr. Captain, my German is quite poor. Some things I may only be able to express clearly in Chinese. It would be best if you could find a translator to avoid unnecessary misunderstandings."

Hanel replied, "The gentleman beside me is a translator. You may speak in Chinese."

With the guarantee of communication, both sides sat to begin the negotiation. The People's Party's demands were few—the same ones Lin had just stated. Captain Hanel immediately requested an extension of the negotiation time.

Lin Juemin replied solemnly, "Currently, the main German forces in China are split between Lianyungang and Beijing. If we cannot take the Qingdao Fortress in the short term, it will be extremely disadvantageous for our side once your reinforcements enter the fortress. Therefore, we do not have much time to leave for your side."

Hanel asked with a dark face, "And what about the time we use for this negotiation?"

"The time we spend negotiating will not change our starting time for combat. Even if we talk until 3:00 AM tomorrow, combat will break out. Please be certain of this."

At these words, Hanel's face turned so grim it seemed he might burst. Only for the sake of German dignity did he refrain from uttering insults in his state of extreme humiliation. But even so, he had to admit that from the People's Party's perspective, the demand was not incomprehensible. Yet for the German forces in the fortress now, the People's Party truly had them by the throat due to their severe lack of troops.

"Just how many men do you have that you dare to attack the Qingdao Fortress?" Hanel asked.

"You will see when we attack," Lin Juemin replied with a smile.

Such a composed attitude made Hanel feel even more humiliated. He said through gritted teeth, "You will never withstand the expeditionary force Germany is about to send."

Upon hearing this, the smile vanished instantly from Lin Juemin's face. Hanel felt his threat had worked. The People's Party might dare to move against a weak Qingdao Fortress, but faced with the wrath of Germany—and indeed the entire Western world—they might not have the courage to respond.

Just as Hanel thought he had overwhelmed Lin Juemin's spirit, Lin spoke. This time, he used not his poor German but a fluent Mandarin with a slight Cantonese accent. He answered word by word: "Perhaps your German expeditionary force is powerful. But if you Germans want to occupy our Chinese land, you will first have to cross over our corpses. If you cannot cross over them, you will only return to Germany lying in coffins."

Hanel did not understand Chinese. The translator, who had been useless until now, turned pale. It wasn't until Hanel glared at him that he recovered from the shock and translated Lin Juemin's words into German. Hanel fell silent.

Without waiting for Hanel to say more, Lin Juemin said, "Mr. Captain, I have conveyed everything to you. Is there anything in my statement you do not understand?"

Hanel said coldly, "Are you in such a hurry to return?"

"I fear delaying you for too long. In that meaningless wasted time, it would be better if you could eat a few more bites of food," Lin Juemin replied.

Hanel did not grasp the Chinese-style malice in the German words. He coldly signaled that Lin could leave.

"By the way, Captain, what time does your watch show?" Lin remembered the final confirmation.

The two synchronized their watches. Lin's watch showed 6:10 PM on July 10. Hanel's showed 6:18 PM.

"Captain Hanel, my army will keep time by my watch. Please take note of this." Lin gave his final reminder.

...

The People's Party had no intention of waiting. This was the work attitude the organization had inherited from its leader, Chen Ke—who, in turn, had learned it from Chairman Mao.

Since the German forces had already suffered heavy losses, they had no troops left to defend the fortress walls unless they were to abandon the fortress entirely and place their men outside. Even if the Germans temporarily incorporated expatriates into their ranks, their strength could not possibly exceed three thousand. The Qingdao Fortress was vast; such a small force was far from enough to provide a seamless defense.

After hearing Lin Juemin's report, Pu Guanshui paid it little heed. In reality, combat had never ceased; the People's Party's deployments had never stopped. Because the German forces were so heavily hit, the deployments went even faster. Pu Guanshui ordered, "Artillery move forward. Regardless of what the Germans prepare to do, be ready to fire at 3:00 AM."

"Commander Pu, I want to go to the front," Lin Juemin said suddenly.

"Eh? Staff Officer Lin, you want to go to the front?" Pu Guanshui was somewhat surprised.

"Yes. I want to go to the front," Lin Juemin replied seriously. His words to Captain Hanel were those Chen Ke had spoken at the pre-war mobilization meeting. Chen Ke had made it very clear that the war with Germany might trigger armed intervention by the powers. "Comrades, there will surely be some in the Party who think that if we could just endure for a bit, we could reclaim China's interests once we are stronger. But I say: on this major issue of right and wrong, there is no room for endurance. Whoever wants to occupy Chinese territory must first cross over our corpses. If they can't cross over them, they'll go back to their hometowns in coffins. China's sovereignty is not up for discussion. The Manchu Qing discussed it with foreigners before; what was the result? Our People's Party will never follow the Qing's example!"

As it happened, in the negotiation with the Germans today, facing Hanel's threat, Lin Juemin had directly used Chen Ke's words. Now his blood was boiling, and he only wanted to kill the enemy on the battlefield.

Pu Guanshui replied calmly, "Staff Officer Lin, having you work in the Staff Department is the organization's arrangement. A People's Party member must follow the organization's arrangements. If you are placed in the Staff Department, you must complete your staff work. If the organization sends you to the front, you must go there to bleed and sacrifice. Do not act based on your personal desires and impulses. Do you understand?"

"Please, give me a chance!" Lin Juemin did not give up his idea.

"The German warships will return to Qingdao within 48 hours at the latest. We must take the fortress before the fleet arrives. The frontline infantry configurations are all trained; you haven't participated in the corresponding training or arrangements. You feel your blood boiling and think you can fight well at the front, but you're just as likely to cause trouble for the unit. If you want to go to a frontline unit, you'll go whether you want to or not once you've finished your staff term. Now, hurry and summarize what you saw inside the fortress. Get to work." Pu Guanshui gave his final answer.

"Yes!" Lin Juemin gave a dejected salute and left in a gloom.

Not long after the summer solstice, even as it approached 8:00 PM, there was still a sliver of light on the horizon. The Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army units, who had been resting since the morning, had eaten their dinner and began moving toward the Qingdao Fortress under the last rays of light. Soon, it was dark.

The People's Party rockets consisted of over a hundred parts and could be disassembled for easy transport. Before the battle, they could be pre-assembled to various degrees based on the situation. A skilled crew could fire three rounds in two minutes. After firing, the crew could simply abandon the launcher frames and run, avoiding the enemy's retaliatory fire.

The Germans were unlikely to deploy outposts, but the People's Party units dared not be careless. When the fortress guns were mounted, firing parameters for every zone had already been compiled. Given German rigidity, those parameter tables would certainly be precise. Therefore, the assembly points and rocket artillery positions had to be effectively placed.

The reason for giving the Germans until 3:00 AM was that base area experience showed it took that long for outposts to finalize the offensive zones. The vanguard would determine the march routes and positions first, and combat would begin as soon as the artillery and infantry entered their positions. If the assembly points were shelled, it meant the offensive couldn't even be launched.

Time passed second by second. For now, no sound could be heard from the command post, but hundreds of vanguard troops had already slipped into the enemy's artillery range to begin preparations.

"I hope to God the Germans don't come to negotiate," Pu Guanshui prayed silently. Although he had opposed the revenge-hungry Pang Zi during the day, for military reasons, a lack of negotiation meant the war could proceed freely. If the Germans truly negotiated, the People's Party would have no way to refuse humanitarian arrangements for civilians.

At 1:00 AM, a dull boom suddenly echoed from the distance. Then, closer by, came a violent explosion. The Germans had opened fire.

"Has the unit been discovered?" Pu Guanshui grew tense immediately. But he soon realized that the German shelling was far from the units' jump-off points, and even further from the vanguard's positions. Yet another blast followed the first. Pu Guanshui quickly understood: the Germans were using "artillery night-duty fire."

This was the "artillery night-duty fire" Chen Ke had spoken of—predicted fire based on expected night attacks, targeting areas the enemy might pass through at approximate times. If they hit someone, it was sheer luck. But such irregular shelling was very effective in disrupting enemy deployments and creating psychological pressure.

With the People's Party's current strength, even knowing the tactic, they simply lacked the resources to conduct such fire themselves. Despite always admiring Chen Ke, every time he proposed strategies or combat techniques that the People's Party had never considered—and they proved effective—Pu Guanshui couldn't help but feel heartfelt respect. Having such a man of extraordinary vision as the creator of the army gave the comrades a sense of security.

"The unit begins the offensive. Execute according to Class 1 combat standards." Exhaling, Pu Guanshui issued the order. Class 1 was a general standard, operating on the premise of no civilians in the combat zone. Anything perceived as a threat was to be neutralized as the priority. In later, more common terms: "Shoot first, ask questions later."

Just as Pu Guanshui's order was issued, an observer came in to report. "Commander Pu, our artillery has begun to return fire!"

Although the command post was a whirlwind of activity, with staff officers notifying units via field telephones, Pu Guanshui could afford a rare moment of ease. He rose and strode out of the command post. What he saw was the final stage of the rocket barrage: a dozen or so bright streaks of fire hurtling through the sky at high speed. They exploded violently near the German batteries of the Qingdao Fortress, the successive flashes so bright it felt as if dawn were breaking.

The formal assault on the Qingdao Fortress had finally begun.
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"Where is the artillery?! Bring up the guns and blast them!" Hu Xiuzhi, commander of the 5th Company, didn't even notice that his voice was already filled with despair. Even such a hysterical cry couldn't carry far; less than two hundred meters away, the roar of heavy machine guns from the German bunkers suppressed his voice with even greater decibels and volume.

Rocket artillery possessed sufficient power for mass-killing infantry in open areas. On July 10, just yesterday, the People’s Party had wiped out over six hundred enemies using only ten rockets. However, while the number of regular German troops in the Qingdao Fortress was roughly the same as yesterday, they demonstrated formidable combat effectiveness when defending the fortress against the assault of over ten thousand People’s Party troops.

The 5th Company, led by Hu Xiuzhi, was the second wave of troops attacking the northern section of the Qingdao Fortress. When they set out, the sky was pitch black; the People's Party had already cut the electrical wires for the streetlights in the Qingdao urban area. Now, the entire city was shrouded in total darkness. Aside from the flashes of exploding shells, German flares were fired into the sky one after another, emitting intense light.

Even for a force like the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army, which placed extreme importance on training, they had never heard artillery booming at such a dense frequency. Every minute, the sound of shell explosions, whether near or far, rang out. The officers and soldiers simply had no time to think. Especially for the second echelon, everyone followed the pre-determined communication lines under the reflection of the artillery fire, gripping their rifles tightly and sprinting with their necessary gear.

Comrades in charge of directing the flow stood at both ends of every communication trench, either ordering units to pass quickly or commanding them to halt temporarily. Hu Xiuzhi was evaluated within the army as being "very patient and meticulous," but he found that every time they stopped for a brief rest after passing through a several-hundred-meter section of the communication line, one or two soldiers—or even an entire squad—would be missing when they counted heads. Yet, Hu Xiuzhi’s unit was by no means the only one running through these lines. Many units were like the 5th Company: tense-faced, panting, and fighting under the guidance of their commanders.

Of course, the 5th Company didn't just lose men; soldiers from other units who had been separated or had lost their way also "joined" their ranks. The comrades managing the communication points couldn't just let soldiers stay there aimlessly. After a brief pause, based on the number of missing men, the managing comrades would temporarily assign the soldiers collected at the checkpoint to the units passing through.

At least during this stage, Hu Xiuzhi's thinking remained clear. On one hand, he decided to intensify training for this type of forward movement; on the other, he had the order passed down in a low voice: "Comrades in the back, grab the straps on the backpack of the person in front of you."

There was a cloth strap sewn onto the bottom of the People's Party's backpacks. Hu Xiuzhi knew this was specifically designed for comrades in the rear to hold onto while marching. However, every time Hu Xiuzhi saw this handle, what came to mind was the "Eagle Catches the Chick" game often played in the army. A long line of people, each grabbing the clothes of the comrade in front, trying to avoid the person acting as the "eagle." To coordinate the rhythm of the entire group's run, many comrades often ran themselves out of breath during the game.

What originally looked like a children's game now seemed to have great significance for marching in the dead of night. Without effectively following the group's run, falling behind was impossible to avoid.

Sure enough, once everyone was clutching the handles on the backpacks of those in front, although their movement speed slowed slightly, the problem of falling behind was at least resolved. Before Hu Xiuzhi could even feel relieved, the unit reached the final jumping-off position. The Qingdao Fortress wasn't surrounded by a wall that towered into the clouds; it was a modern fortress built into the terrain, composed of many bunkers. The People's Party had extensive experience in besieging cities, especially against Chinese-style defense systems like walled villages or cities.

But as Hu Xiuzhi looked at the not-so-imposing Qingdao Fortress, he felt only a chill. In that layout, as long as sandbags were piled up, machine guns could be mounted for defense at any time. The vanguard had already captured the outer fortifications, and although the brutal combat they had endured was invisible in the darkness, Hu Xiuzhi could smell a pungent odor—a mixture of gunpowder smoke, blood, and flesh.

"Ugh!" Some comrades in the unit, stimulated by the smell, couldn't help but dry heave or simply vomit.

Hu Xiuzhi was attacking the Qingdao Mountain battery. This hill, named Mount Bismarck by the Germans, housed two of their fortress artillery batteries. The North Battery had two 21cm cannons, while the South Battery held four 28cm howitzers. The Qingdao sky was lit up almost the entire night by the flashes of these guns.

"Go back! Return to the jumping-off point from just now!" the scout shouted.

Although the order was surprising, Hu Xiuzhi didn't question it. He immediately urged the surprised comrades to head back to the assembly point they had just left. Before the unit had gone far, an earth-shattering explosion sounded from behind. Dust and sand kicked up by the shell pelted the soldiers like rain. Interspersed among the sounds were the cries of wounded comrades.

"Don't shout!" Hu Xiuzhi immediately yelled. If one cried out loudly after being wounded, it would only reveal the unit's position. This was a point emphasized many times. But emphasis was one thing; once actually wounded, everyone would find it hard not to cry out. "Medics, get them bandaged quickly. The unit continues forward!"

Hu Xiuzhi felt frustrated. Everyone had been running around all night like headless flies, already dizzy from the exertion. With wounded men, they couldn't just leave them there; they had to be checked and transported. This was truly worse than attacking a city wall. Although the enemy had the high ground there, they were out in the open; the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army could concentrate their fire or launch multi-pronged attacks. There were plenty of ways to deal with that.

But having reached the rank of company commander, Hu Xiuzhi at least possessed sufficient psychological endurance. He urged the unit forward while personally checking the wounded comrades. Fortunately, they were far enough from the explosion that the shrapnel hitting their backs hadn't caused fatal injuries. Hu Xiuzhi looked up at the previous location of the checkpoint; he didn't know how the German artillery had been so accurate, landing a shell right on target. If the scout hadn't hurried them and he hadn't urged the unit to move immediately, that one shell might have wiped out half the company. The scout was too close to the explosion and certainly hadn't survived. Hu Xiuzhi suppressed the urge to send someone back to check and ordered the medics to finish bandaging the wounded.

Just then, another massive explosion occurred. This time the sound was closer and louder, but it wasn't from behind—it was from the front of the unit. Hu Xiuzhi no longer felt any frustration; he immediately stood up and ran toward the direction of the explosion. Sure enough, this shelling had caused significant casualties to the leading elements of the unit. Had the unit not been in a column, with the bodies of the comrades in front absorbing much of the shock and shrapnel, the casualties would have been even worse.

This time, the explosion was less than a hundred meters away, directly resulting in two squads' worth of casualties. Those behind were also affected in various ways due to the shockwave. Hu Xiuzhi ordered the first platoon at the very front to stay behind and take care of the wounded, then shouted, "Second, third, and fourth platoons, follow me and continue the march in formation!"

The soldiers were somewhat panicked by the shelling, but at Hu Xiuzhi’s shout, they obeyed almost instinctively. Hu Xiuzhi personally took the lead. The unit crossed the shell-pocked scene strewn with corpses, made a small detour, and continued toward the previous assembly point.

Having endured the dangers of shelling and getting lost, and having suffered the losses of casualties and desertions, Hu Xiuzhi didn't know how far he had led the unit. The remaining three platoons finally entered the final assault position at dawn. The sky was misty. After enduring the night, the soldiers shoved a few mouthfuls of compressed biscuits into their mouths and drank some water while they waited. Hu Xiuzhi moved to a more forward position, and through the mist, he saw a density of corpses he had never witnessed in his life.

This was a fortress bunker that the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army had already captured. The bunker sat at the foot of the hill; looking up, one could see the enemy's artillery batteries. Aside from the craters left by shells, the corpses of the soldiers were piled up in several locations. The scorched-black bunker served as a grim testament. Hu Xiuzhi discovered that besides the visible bunker, the Germans had actually set up several hidden casemates in inconspicuous spots on the sides of the main bunker, creating interlocking fields of fire. Connecting the fire points of this bunker with the corpses of the revolutionary soldiers made everything chillingly clear.

The layout of such bunkers had been discussed in training, but only after seeing it with his own eyes did he realize how terrifying it truly was. Furthermore, the fortress guns on the enemy batteries could fire upon troops attacking the bunkers. Hu Xiuzhi simply couldn't imagine how the comrades had managed to capture this set of fortifications.

While he was shivering at the thought, someone ran over. It was Li Caishan, commander of the 4th Regiment. Li Caishan brought two guards, but no one else followed him. Upon seeing Hu Xiuzhi, Li Caishan immediately asked, "You're the commander of the 5th Company, 2nd Regiment, right?"

"Yes!" Hu Xiuzhi replied.

"How many troops do you have left?"

"Three platoons."

"Bring your unit and follow me immediately!" Li Caishan’s eyes looked as if they were about to spit fire.

"Reporting, Regiment Commander, we haven't received orders."

Li Caishan stepped forward and grabbed Hu Xiuzhi by the collar. "What orders are you waiting for? I am ordering you to attack with me right now!"

"But our Regiment Commander..."

"Do you know where your Regiment Commander is? I don't even know where my 4th Regiment's troops are! Are you going or not?!" A daunting light flashed in Li Caishan's eyes.

Although there was no logical reason, Hu Xiuzhi knew one thing for certain: if he refused, Li Caishan would immediately draw his gun and shoot him. After such a night, Hu Xiuzhi no longer had any concept of death. He had done nothing to weigh on his conscience, so he couldn't feel guilty. Thus, Hu Xiuzhi nodded. "I will organize the unit to attack immediately."

The unit was already at the foot of the hill. Everyone followed Li Caishan, crouching as they felt their way up the mountain along a German communication trench.

Li Caishan, the 4th Regiment Commander, remained relatively calm. As they walked, he said, "After we captured the bunkers, the Germans blocked the underground tunnels. Now there are still two bunkers on the way up. Two companies have already gone up and failed to take them."

"How should we fight then?" Hu Xiuzhi asked.

"You'll know once you get up there!" Li Caishan replied resentfully.

Just as Li Caishan said, he knew once he got up there.

The remaining strength of the two companies was less than two platoons. After converging, the unit immediately dispersed to relatively safe positions. Of the two company commanders, one was from the 4th Regiment and the other from the 1st Regiment. The 4th Regiment's company had been relatively concentrated at the start, and half the company had been killed or wounded by a German shell.

At the pre-battle meeting, the 4th Regiment company commander's eyes were red. He said only one sentence: "When we attack again, I’ll go first. Watch how I die, and then you'll know what to look out for."

Twenty minutes later, that company commander died on the path of the assault. This was a very standard interlocking fire bunker. Although the Germans lacked manpower, the bunker was built in a location that was very difficult to climb, making it impossible to flank. Furthermore, the Germans were afraid that firing their artillery would damage the bunker, so all artillery fire was directed at the sides of the bunker. The sky began to brighten, and the German artillery fire became more intense.

The unit deployed four light machine guns to cover the attack. The 4th Regiment’s company commander led a demolition team, rolling and crawling from one cover to the next during the brief moments when the enemy fire slackened. Along this path lay many corpses of fallen comrades; this was indeed an assault route paved with their lives.

The two bunkers each had three firing ports facing the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army. The German army had already noticed the assault, and four heavy machine guns were madly spitting flames. The People’s Party’s light machine guns and rifles fired fiercely to cover the attack. The next demolition team carefully observed the route of the previous group. Hu Xiuzhi understood what the 4th Regiment commander meant by "watch how I die." Each demolition team traversed the small amount of maneuvering space their predecessors had bought with their lives, and then charged forward.

When crossing a ridge, a soldier whose shoulder was slightly too high had half his shoulder sheared off by a heavy machine gun bullet. Red muscle and white bone were instantly exposed to the air. In excruciating pain, the comrade let out a cry of agony and couldn't help but straighten his body, only to have half his head taken off by a bullet.

While rolling across another depression, the company commander made it through, but the two comrades behind him who tried to follow were hit and sacrificed instantly. The 4th Regiment commander had clearly learned enough, but even with those lessons, traversing this blood-soaked path required not just bravery, but luck.

The machine gunners responsible for cover also gave their all. Light machine guns were at a clear disadvantage when dueling heavy machine guns over a few hundred meters. Although they occasionally hit an enemy inside a firing port, the Germans apparently knew that if this final gate was breached, the battery would be completely exposed to the People’s Party’s attack. Therefore, the German fire didn't slacken for a second. Two machine guns chased the 4th Regiment commander, while the other two madly fired at the People's Party's fire positions.

The distance was already very close. Of the demolition team that had started with four people, the 4th Regiment commander was now alone. It was unclear whether the blood on his clothes was his own or from the comrades who had already fallen on the way. The enemy was clearly unfamiliar with the commander’s position—it was a machine gun blind spot. Hu Xiuzhi saw clearly from the rear that in the briefest moment after the enemy heavy machine gun stopped firing, the commander stood up holding a Bangalore torpedo and charged toward the bunker.

He can make it! Hu Xiuzhi almost shouted. But in that very instant, a hatch suddenly lifted on top of the German bunker. A German actually poked his head out, a pistol in his hand, and fired several shots at the 4th Regiment commander right in front of him. Caught off guard, the commander was hit several times and slumped softly to the ground.

The light machine gunners and riflemen would never miss this opportunity. Almost the same moment the commander fell, the German soldier was hit by at least a dozen bullets. Hu Xiuzhi even saw a dark hole appear in his temple. But it was meaningless; the German’s corpse was pulled back into the bunker, and the iron hatch was immediately closed.

"Where is the artillery?! Bring up the guns and blast them!" Hu Xiuzhi roared. Since there was a hatch on top of the bunker, that spot was definitely a weakness. If they bombarded it with mortars, they might be able to blow the "skull" of the bunker open.

"Where are there any shells left!..." Regiment Commander Li Caishan roared. The Germans seemed to echo those words, firing a few more shells at the position where the revolutionary army was attacking. The rumbling explosions and the roar of heavy machine guns completely drowned out Li Caishan’s voice.

From Li Caishan’s mouth movements, Hu Xiuzhi could tell the three words he didn't hear must have been "Keep going." Actually, he didn't need to hear them clearly; that was simply the situation.

"5th Company, take charge of the attack!" After the roar of the guns, Li Caishan’s voice could finally be heard clearly.

"I will lead the team!" Hu Xiuzhi shouted. The 5th Company's training was not sufficient to handle such a brutal battle, and Hu Xiuzhi knew it. Add to that the exhaustion from running around all night, and their physical strength was even more depleted. To launch an effective attack, they would have to rely on an extremely capable small detachment. If the 1st Platoon hadn't been hit by that shell, Hu Xiuzhi could have picked out over twenty men. But he had left the 1st Platoon behind, and most of the other three platoons were recruits; the number of veteran soldiers was quite limited, with at most ten who could effectively participate in the operation.

Li Caishan didn't care about Hu Xiuzhi's unit, and even if he did, it wouldn't have mattered. Since Hu Xiuzhi had decided to lead the attack personally, Li Caishan asked, "How long do you need to prepare?"

"Ten minutes," Hu Xiuzhi replied.

Ten minutes later, fifteen officers and veterans with more than a year and a half of service in the 5th Company had gathered around Hu Xiuzhi. The enemy's heavy machine guns had stopped their roar for the moment. Looking at the corpses along the way and hearing Hu Xiuzhi's explanation, the comrades’ expressions were quite grim.

"Capturing the Qingdao Fortress is Chairman Chen's order! Comrades, do you have the confidence to complete it?" Hu Xiuzhi asked loudly.

At the mention of Chairman Chen, the comrades' spirits lifted. "Yes!" they shouted together, looking at each other.

"I will lead the team personally! We'll divide into three groups. I’ll go first!" Hu Xiuzhi replied.

The first three-man team was quickly formed: Hu Xiuzhi, the 4th Platoon leader, and the deputy platoon leader. Before they set out, Li Caishan asked in surprise, "You're going up without a Bangalore torpedo?"

Hu Xiuzhi pointed toward the bunker. "I have hand grenades. As for a Bangalore torpedo, I can just use the one left there by that commander."
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Watching someone else carry a heavy load is easy; carrying it yourself can break your back. As soon as he entered the starting position, Hu Xiuzhi felt himself change completely. Although he repeatedly visualized the company commander's earlier assault route in his mind, the more he thought about it, the more fear he felt. That company commander from the Fourth Regiment had been extremely skilled in his tactical movements; Hu Xiuzhi didn't believe he could truly surpass that comrade. If he couldn't reach that level, there would be only death waiting for him on the path of the assault.

The more he replayed everything he had just seen, the less he felt he was absorbing experience, and the more he felt the omnipresent threat of death. Leading two comrades as they crawled into the starting position, Hu Xiuzhi felt his legs growing weak. The enemy's heavy machine guns weren't firing at him for the moment, but he felt as if they were methodically aiming at him, just waiting for him to show his head before they began shooting. Under this imagination, Hu Xiuzhi felt as if his heart were being gripped tight by something, and the strength in his body vanished completely.

Perhaps he had kicked something rolling; Hu Xiuzhi kicked several times, but the object just rolled slightly, offering no leverage.

"Company Commander, stop kicking my arm," a low complaint came from the Fourth Platoon leader behind him.

Hu Xiuzhi suddenly realized that his comrades were following him. His earlier fear instantly transformed into a profound sense of shame. As a company commander, a company commander who had experienced many battles, Hu Xiuzhi felt it was a great disgrace to be so cowardly.

The Fourth Platoon leader was named Hu Xingxiu, two years younger than Hu Xiuzhi and actually his own eighth uncle. Having been in the army for over half a year, Hu Xingxiu had finally gotten used to using military titles rather than family seniority to address Hu Xiuzhi. Everyone was from Fengtai County; when they left home to join the army and make revolution, comrades were often clansmen from the same village or township who set out together. In the beginning, the troops were even organized based on these family ties.

There wasn't much fear in Hu Xingxiu's voice; it was more of a reminder. This made Hu Xiuzhi feel even more ashamed. He was the eldest among the family members in the army and was recognized as the most capable. As long as he led, his relatives would dare to follow him into the most dangerous situations. It seemed Hu Xingxiu's mindset remained unchanged.

When they had left home, Hu Xiuzhi's grandfather, seeing he couldn't stop these youths from joining the army, had given Hu Xiuzhi—the eldest and recognized leader—countless instructions to take good care of their relatives. Losing face in front of his eighth uncle was one thing, but if the assault failed, not only would he lose his life, but his relatives following him would also lose theirs. At this thought, Hu Xiuzhi's mind suddenly cleared, and the strength returned to his body.

The three continued to crawl forward. There were still several meters to the ridge where the true assault would begin. Once they crossed that ridge, the comrades would be exposed to the enemy's line of fire. Hu Xiuzhi wanted to caution his comrade and uncle again. But Hu Xingxiu had also been tempered in the fires of war; everything that needed to be said had been said before they set out. Saying more now in haste would only disturb everyone's focus. This was a lesson learned in blood; one of Hu Xiuzhi's cousins had died because Hu Xiuzhi had been overly concerned before a battle and said a few too many words, causing a moment of hesitation during the charge. Since then, Hu Xiuzhi never said anything extra for personal reasons.

Battle was battle; just follow the plan. It was a contest of routine training, of quicker decisions, and of a bit of luck. The more decisive the soldier, the more they dared to charge, the higher their chances of survival.

Subconsciously pulling on his military cap, Hu Xiuzhi returned to a completely normal state. During the pre-battle mobilization, the officers had said that the foreigners were making things difficult for the base areas. If they didn't fight the foreigners today, they would dare to build bunkers on the Yangtze River tomorrow. Then the foreigners could harass the base areas at will.

Hu Xiuzhi hadn't seen many foreigners, and he didn't know what they were thinking. But in local brawls, everything depended on momentum. If you were hit once and didn't hit back, and if you couldn't get back at them several times over next time, you would be bullied forever. Hu Xiuzhi identified strongly with this logic. That was why he had firmly requested to participate in this battle. Now, before even seeing a German's face, he was so scared his legs were soft! Shameful! Hu Xiuzhi cursed himself inwardly.

At that moment, the enemy's heavy machine guns suddenly began to roar. Hu Xiuzhi was startled, but he soon heard that the direction of the fire was not toward him, and the unit's suppressive fire immediately followed. Hu Xiuzhi sped up his crawl to the edge of the ridge and looked out.

He saw a figure by the side embrasure of the enemy's bunker. The left arm, exposed to the firing range of the side bunker, was reduced to a stump, but the man didn't retreat a single step. He simply used his chest to brace the demolition tube held tightly in his right hand. All of our unit's suppressive fire was directed at the bunker that was firing fiercely. Just then, the German bunker shook violently, and thick smoke and fire burst from every embrasure. The demolition tube had detonated!

"Charge!" Hu Xiuzhi roared, jumping up and running crouched toward another bunker. The covering fire ceased abruptly.

With only one bunker left, Hu Xiuzhi felt the pressure diminish significantly. All earlier assault routes had to find a single path of survival between two bunkers providing crossfire; now that only one remained, all routes became much simpler. Although he was hunched over, he was running uphill, and this posture didn't make Hu Xiuzhi feel uncomfortable; instead, it allowed him to use his strength to the fullest.

After charging more than thirty meters, Hu Xiuzhi threw himself behind a pile of stones, waiting for the comrades behind to catch up. "Cover each other!" After shouting this, he leaped out again. The enemy machine gun was a beat slow, only kicking up a line of stone dust on the ground behind him.

Moving from one cover to another, Hu Xiuzhi had forgotten fear and completely forgotten the threat of the enemy machine gun. All he could do was calculate time and angles, finding that momentary opportunity in the enemy's gaps. Luck was on his side; the enemy's machine gun failed to hit him. Furthermore, his comrades drew part of the enemy's fire. While the enemy was firing at Hu Xiuzhi, the two comrades behind him moved forward sequentially along the route he had opened. This clearly forced the enemies in the bunker to occasionally fire at the two comrades following him.

The three-man team in infantry squad and platoon tactics was developed for such actions. Military training wasn't just physical fitness, discipline, formations, and marksmanship. Tactical training on three-man team assaults was a major focus. With his own blood relatives following him, the sense of trust was even stronger. Hu Xiuzhi was helping his comrades draw enemy fire, and they were doing the same for him. These were brothers-in-arms.

Getting closer and closer to the enemy bunker, Hu Xiuzhi was pinned in a depression by machine gun fire and couldn't even lift his head. After the familiar crack of a Hanyang 88, followed moments later by two more consecutive shots, the sound of the heavy machine gun ceased abruptly. That clean and efficient shooting was definitely Hu Xingxiu's work. He was the unit's sharpshooter, responsible for zeroing all the rifles in the entire Fifth Company. At a straight-line distance of less than fifty meters from the enemy, Hu Xingxiu basically never missed. The first shot was to test the point of impact; at this distance, he could control two consecutive shots within ten centimeters of each other horizontally. Hu Xiuzhi had seen it many times: whenever Hu Xingxiu fired two shots, the enemy opposite never failed to go down.

Without looking back, Hu Xiuzhi leaped out. With a side roll, he reached the position where the Fourth Regiment's company commander had once hidden. Just crossing the last ridge, he would be at the side of a bunker. Then, by circling behind the remaining bunker, the enemy position would be at his mercy.

Lying on his back on the ground, Hu Xiuzhi tilted his head slightly and saw the two comrades behind him had caught up while the enemy machine gun was silent. But Hu Xingxiu signaled to him, indicating he would flank from the left. Hu Xiuzhi felt this was a good idea and signaled his agreement.

However, after Hu Xingxiu ran only a few steps hunched over toward the left, a burst of rifle fire erupted from the bunker. Hu Xiuzhi watched with his own eyes as Hu Xingxiu fell out of his line of sight.

"Damn you!" Hot blood rushed to Hu Xiuzhi's head. As if on springs, he jumped from where he lay, and at that moment, he almost subconsciously began to sprint in a zigzag. Although he intended to charge in a straight line, his body uncontrollably followed the route practiced countless times. Enemy bullets whizzed past his ears, also subconsciously. Another roll, the world spinning violently. A sharp pain in his waist, and Hu Xiuzhi was already beneath the embrasure of the enemy bunker.

Completely disregarding any pain, Hu Xiuzhi hadn't even lost his ability to think. He grabbed a stone and threw it through the bunker's embrasure. The rifle fire stopped immediately, replaced by a burst of startled cries from inside. As he pulled out a grenade, he saw the Fourth Platoon's deputy leader also sprinting forward without a moment's pause. Just as Hu Xiuzhi lit the grenade's fuse, the deputy leader threw himself against the outside of the bunker.

"To the side!" Hu Xiuzhi shouted, standing up and tossing the grenade through another embrasure. Both of them leaped away in opposite directions.

The Germans inside the bunker let out heart-wrenching screams, followed by an explosion within the bunker.

Ignoring whatever was happening inside, Hu Xiuzhi pulled out another grenade and threw it in.

The grenade didn't explode; instead, the side door of the bunker suddenly opened, and a dark figure, face and head covered in blood, stumbled out. Hu Xiuzhi snatched a grenade, lunged forward, and swung it hard at the man's head. While an explosion echoed from inside the bunker, Hu Xiuzhi's grenade had already knocked the man to the ground.

"Damn you! Damn you!"

Hu Xiuzhi didn't stop. Gritting his teeth, he continued to smash the grenade against the man's head. He didn't stop even after the white brains splattered out.

"Company Commander, stop! Keep attacking!" the Fourth Platoon's deputy leader shouted, grabbing Hu Xiuzhi's arm. "Cover me, I'm going in!"

After shouting, the deputy leader pulled Hu Xiuzhi up, shoved his rifle back into his hands, and then pulled open the door and charged in.

Hu Xiuzhi's eyes were red. Holding his gun, he followed the deputy leader inside. As soon as he entered, he almost slipped; the inside of the bunker was as hot as a steaming pot. The floor was covered in a high pile of shell casings; Hu Xiuzhi almost slipped on them.

Looking around the bunker, two heavy machine guns were mounted at the embrasures. The steam and the smell of gunpowder and blood were enough to make anyone's blood boil. A German on the floor was still twitching; without a word, Hu Xiuzhi shot him in the head. The German's body gave a final jerk like a dying fish and then was still.

There was another door at the back of the bunker. The deputy leader had opened it and was about to scout ahead, but he saw the red-eyed Hu Xiuzhi stride in with his gun held high.

Having endured this hellish night, leading the troops through enemy fire like a headless fly, surviving the shelling, and facing fatigue, Hu Xiuzhi had faced death and overcome it, then witnessed his fellow clansman and uncle fall. He now craved blood, slaughter, and death.

He strode along the underground passage, completely indifferent to what might appear ahead. But it couldn't be said that he had lost his reason, for he even checked his weapon and chambered a round.

The passage was lit with electric lights. The dim yellow light and sudden silence felt strangely comfortable to him. Although he could no longer hear the shelling or gunfire, his ears were filled with countless echoes. Artillery, machine guns, and voices he couldn't describe—like whispers, or like roars.

Footsteps suddenly came from ahead. Hu Xiuzhi stopped and raised his rifle. Though not a sharpshooter like his uncle Hu Xingxiu, his marksmanship was well above average. Two Germans appeared before him. They froze upon seeing him, but Hu Xiuzhi showed no surprise. His bullet accurately punched a hole in the forehead of the first German. He nimbly cycled the bolt, raised the gun, and shot the second German in the chest.

Both Germans were instantly downed. Hu Xiuzhi chambered another round and shot the second German in the head again before stopping to reload.

"Company Commander, you..." the deputy leader started to speak but stopped.

Hu Xiuzhi didn't care what he wanted to say. "Cover me! Keep attacking."

The deputy leader said nothing more. Both nimbly checked their weapons and continued forward one after the other. Before long, they reached a large iron door. Hu Xiuzhi pulled the handle, but the door didn't budge. He pointed to the closed observation port on the door. The deputy leader aimed his rifle at it. Hu Xiuzhi kicked the door hard, and the sound of foreigners jabbering came from within.

Hu Xiuzhi shouted a few phrases in a raspy voice, mimicking the foreigners. The observation port opened. Without a word, the deputy leader fired. Hu Xiuzhi had already pulled a grenade; as soon as the shot rang out, he lit the fuse and shoved it through the observation port. The door was incredibly sturdy; even with the violent explosion inside, it remained motionless. Hu Xiuzhi and the deputy leader shoved all their grenades inside, but they couldn't blast the large iron door open from the outside.

"Commander Pu! The German batteries have raised the white flag!" a messenger shouted excitedly.

"What?" Pu Guanshui didn't say another word, but strode out of the command post. Sure enough, a white flag had been raised over the Qingdao Mountain batteries. The enemy's shelling had also stopped. Through his binoculars, he could see soldiers from various units charging toward the batteries.

"The Germans have surrendered?" Pu Guanshui asked in a skeptical tone.

"The enemy has surrendered! They're requesting that we guarantee the safety of the German troops and civilians," the messenger shouted as he chased after him. Meanwhile, the command post was already in an uproar.

"Victory!"

"We won!"

Everyone in the command post couldn't suppress their cheers. This was a major victory for the People's Party.

"Long live Chairman Chen! Long live the People's Party! Long live the Worker-Peasant Revolutionary Army!" The slogans had already begun.

Indeed, before this war, no comrades had ever fought the foreigners. But seeing their large warships in the Yangtze and the merchant ships sailing back and forth, the soldiers had felt some unease.

Many soldiers were in Shandong for the first time, and for the first time in the coastal city of Qingdao, smelling the ocean air. But now they had won! Just as before, under the leadership of Chairman Chen, the People's Party had achieved victory. The foreigners had surrendered to the Worker-Peasant Revolutionary Army!

After witnessing monster-like heavy artillery and listening to the sound of gunfire all night, the Worker-Peasant Revolutionary Army had finally won. What could stop the comrades from letting out such cheers?!

Pu Guanshui was a graduate of the German Army War College; he had the most contact with Germans in the army and knew these Germans were by no means easily defeated. Pu Guanshui had participated in Chen Ke's raid on Anqing, where he was still a "guide." But regarding this battle for Qingdao against the Germans, Pu Guanshui could find countless problems in the preparations. To put it bluntly, this was a thorough military adventure.

But Chen Ke had won, and the People's Party had won. Pu Guanshui was too excited for words. He said somewhat incoherently, "Take the surrender! Take the surrender!"



★


Sino German Conflict Part 11

Volume 4 - Chapter 128

❧ ❧ ❧


Chapter 128: The Sino-German Conflict (Part 11)

"Commander, please uphold your agreement to treat the officers, soldiers, and civilians well," Colonel Hänel said with a stiff face and a solemn tone.

Pu Guanshui did not wait for the translator to render the German into Chinese. He replied in Chinese, "We are the glorious Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army. we have our own discipline."

Colonel Hänel was somewhat surprised by the words conveyed by the translator. "May I ask what your discipline actually is?" He paused and added, "If it is convenient, could you speak directly in German?"

Pu Guanshui felt a bit conflicted. His current position was quite delicate. While speaking German wasn't impossible, he wondered if doing so would be inappropriate. Finally, he said with regret, "From my position, I must avoid trouble."

Upon hearing the translation, Colonel Hänel merely nodded slightly. It was understandable; it was not customary for a victorious army to use the language of the defeated. However, looking at Pu Guanshui, who was clearly proficient in both German and Chinese, Hänel felt a pang of jealousy. This man must have graduated from a German military academy. Although he had no certain proof, Colonel Hänel felt sure of it. Or perhaps he simply wanted to be sure—after all, surrendering to the Chinese was a deeply humiliating affair. Hänel would not have done so unless he had reached the end of his rope.

The garrison of the Qingdao fortress had never been large to begin with. First, most of the infantry had been transferred away, and then they had unexpectedly lost over 600 infantrymen. The fortress artillerymen were spread thin across the batteries, leaving insufficient troops to defend the complex of forts. Colonel Hänel had also made a mistake in his defense; he had assumed the People's Party would attempt a close-range artillery assault, but starting from the previous night, the People's Party had launched a fierce attack with infantry as the main force.

Even after the People's Party cut off the batteries on the northern and southern heights, Colonel Hänel did not believe they could win. The warships sent for reinforcements had already departed. As long as they could hold out for 48 hours—or even less—the returning warships could shell the People's Party troops from the sea, and the Germans would prevail.

But the People's Party had actually managed to capture three forts, which greatly exceeded Colonel Hänel's expectations. By morning, when it was light enough for the artillery to fire accurately, the observation results showed that the People's Party had not sent a large siege force. Within their field of vision, there was no target to bombard at will.

It was at this moment that grenades were shoved through the observation slits of the main fortress's iron gates. The women and children hiding inside screamed and wept in terror at the sound of the explosions. In fact, there were other observation slits, and the people inside knew there were only two Chinese infantrymen outside the gates. Once the German troops rushed out, those two would surely not survive.

But that was no longer meaningful. What would happen after killing those two? Since the gates could not be blocked, if the enemy used a large amount of explosives, the iron gates and the main fortress would still be doomed. Furthermore, the final battle would not last long. Once they resisted to the end, the women, children, and the remaining artillerymen—especially Colonel Hänel himself—would have no chance of survival in the chaotic fray.

At this juncture, Colonel Hänel displayed his Junker essence: he decisively chose to surrender. When his subordinates objected, Hänel questioned them on the grounds of the safety of the women and children, "What if the enemy rushes in and massacres them?"

Faced with such a morally weighted question, Hänel's subordinates ultimately obeyed the order to surrender.

Colonel Hänel's conscience urged him to accept the legitimacy of surrendering for the sake of protecting the women and children, while his reason sharply stimulated his sense of shame. For Hänel would never admit that while the safety of the women and children was secured, his own safety was also guaranteed.

However, Colonel Hänel's sense of shame was actually quite unnecessary. Looking back less than fifty years before 1911, Wilhelm I, the then King of Prussia, had spoken with a trembling voice when Bismarck urged him to fight the parliament bravely: "I know, they will chop off your head first, and then mine."

Prime Minister Bismarck had rebuked Wilhelm I: "Since death is certain, then die like a man on the field of struggle!"

Subsequently, Bismarck was forced to deliver a speech in parliament using crude language that the Junkers' intellect could grasp, though it was greatly beneath his status as a diplomat: "What Germany looks to is not Prussia's liberalism, but her power. Prussia must gather her forces and hold them in reserve for the favorable moment, which has already come and gone several times... The great questions of the day will not be settled by speeches and majority decisions... but by iron and blood."

In 1866, forty-five years before 1911, during the Austro-Prussian War, the Junker officer corps led by Wilhelm I had trembled in fear before the Austrian army, which represented German legitimacy. They believed victory was nearly impossible. Yet shortly after achieving victory, Wilhelm I and Moltke were shouting about marching into Vienna to seize the German crown.

At the end of World War I in 1919, in Chen Ke's original timeline, faced with Germany's inevitable defeat, Kaiser Wilhelm II could no longer find his generals on the front lines. The Junker officer corps seemed to have vanished from the Kaiser's sight into thin air. The Kaiser was forced to abdicate and flee Berlin in haste.

Twelve years before the Kaiser's desperate day in 1919, Wilhelm II had visited the home of Bismarck, whom he had driven out of Berlin. Looking at the entourage of Junker "country bumpkins" that formed Wilhelm II's officer corps, Bismarck had given him one last warning: "Your Majesty, so long as you have this officer corps, you can do as you like. But when this is no longer the case, it will be quite different."

Wilhelm II had clearly not taken to heart the advice of the old statesman who possessed an insight into all of Germany. One wonders if, when he was forced to flee Germany after being abandoned by the Junker officer corps, he ever recalled that meeting on that afternoon.

And in 1940, less than thirty years after 1911, Germany's "Little Mustache" Chancellor would have to spend immense effort fighting the Junker officer corps just to get a strategic plan for invading France approved. Even after the plan was formulated, the defeatism spreading through the German Junker officer corps made him deeply regret that his control and purging of them had not been thorough enough.

Even the British and French, in their summaries of World War II, had to admit that before the Little Mustache could achieve victory on the battlefield, he first had to achieve victory in the struggle against his own generals.

Therefore, compared to his predecessors and successors, Colonel Hänel had no need for shame; he had indeed held out until the end. Of course, in Hänel's heart, exactly what proportion of his shame was occupied by the fact that he was surrendering to the Chinese was indeed a question worth exploring.

As the representative of the victors, Pu Guanshui, Deputy Commander of the Shandong Military Region, was not overly excited by the victory. During the pre-war military meetings, Chen Ke had emphasized in the plan that after taking Qingdao, they must hold it. It was not just about a fortress or territory; they had to preserve the factories the Germans had painstakingly established there.

If nothing else, the Sifang Locomotive Works, famous in the 21st century, owed its existence to the Germans. Between 1900 and 1910, Germany had built a cluster of factories in Qingdao that became the cornerstone of its early industrial development. While constructing the Jiaozhou-Jinan Railway, Germany began work on the Sifang Railway Works in October 1900. It was an institution under the German-Chinese Shandong Railway Company, with a total investment of 1.587 million marks, becoming the third railway locomotive and rolling stock factory to appear in China after those in Tangshan and Dalian. The Sifang Railway Works was located near the Sifang Railway Station in Sifang Village, covering a construction area of over 10,000 square meters and employing over 400 workers. It was basically completed in 1902. At the time, its main equipment included 215 units such as electric motors, generators, steam engines, hydraulic presses, cranes, boilers, forging furnaces, iron-smelting furnaces, steam hammers, and various lathes and coal transport carts. After trial production in 1903, it undertook the assembly and repair of all locomotives and rolling stock for the Jiaozhou-Jinan Railway. The Germans shipped steam locomotive components from their homeland to be assembled at the factory, and by 1914, a cumulative total of 1,148 locomotives, passenger cars, and freight cars had been assembled and repaired. During the German occupation, this factory and the Qingdao Shipyard were the backbone industries of Qingdao.

Chen Ke had given a strict order: if they occupied Qingdao, they must find ways to preserve the factories. When the Germans surrendered, they had not destroyed the cannons. Pu Guanshui demanded that Colonel Hänel hand over all the firing parameter tables for the artillery and simultaneously moved to take control of the batteries.

During the offensive, the People's Party had made every effort to avoid the industrial zone, and the German artillery fire had not reached there. Now, almost the entire set of enterprises had fallen into the hands of the People's Party. As long as they could truly bring them under control, the People's Party could carry out the most thorough reverse-engineering of these factories. Moreover, the German engineers and technical personnel in the factories were a precious asset.

After ordering Colonel Hänel to be taken away, Pu Guanshui began preparations for war. To secure the valuable wealth of Qingdao, they had to withstand the impending attack from the German East Asia Squadron.

Pu Guanshui knew that this raid on Qingdao was a military gamble. If Chen Ke had not personally made the decision, the Military Commission would never have passed such a risky plan in such a short time. Even with Chen Ke's unerring operational planning, it was impossible to determine the subsequent actions of the German East Asia Squadron.

Would they desperately try to retake Qingdao? Or would they simply refuse to pay a huge price and turn their ships toward other ports? Pu Guanshui wanted to know Chen Ke's judgment on this more than anyone else. Therefore, upon receiving the German surrender request, he immediately sent a telegram to Chen Ke, requesting detailed instructions for the next phase of operations.

The joyful news of the capture of Qingdao also sparked a celebration within the Huaihai Provincial Committee. Chen Ke looked at Pu Guanshui's telegram with a smile. The telegram did not embellish the victory, but contained a simple sentence: "Our army has captured Qingdao. I sincerely request Chairman Chen to provide detailed instructions for the next steps and to inform us of the movements of the German fleet."

The movements of the German fleet... The smile on Chen Ke's face gradually faded. Even if the People's Party's land-based military operations were successful, it did not mean they could control the actions of the German Navy. Chen Ke truly hoped the German East Asia Squadron would be ambitious enough to aim for the complete recovery of Qingdao. If so, at least the Germans would not turn back to shell the Qingdao industrial zone.

However, Chen Ke was not at all certain whether the Germans would lose heart. Currently, Germany only had a few desolate islands left in the Pacific. Of course, those islands would become famous after World War II—for instance, Guam, a vital US naval base in the Pacific. In 1911, it belonged to the Germans. It was taken by Japan in WWI and by the US in WWII.

But such places could not build any naval base relying on their own resources. If the German forces lost their reason now, it would not be without cause.

But on second thought, Chen Ke was relieved. Since Germany was acting for the "interests of the Great Powers" this time, even if the Great Powers wanted to kick them while they were down, they would first have to restore this basic face. This was the first time in over sixty years that a foreign army had surrendered to a Chinese army on Chinese soil. Even if Germany abandoned its face, the Great Powers would still want to keep theirs.

Therefore, the Germans would not necessarily act out of desperation and completely destroy the Qingdao industrial zone by shelling it. Looking at Pu Guanshui's earnestly worded telegram, Chen Ke wanted to reply and tell him not to worry too much.

Yet, Chen Ke could not bring himself to issue such an order. The People's Party's advantage lay on land. Even the Yangtze River was but a "small ditch" on China's vast land. But when facing the ocean, Chen Ke still found that the experience he could draw upon was actually not much. At some point, the Huaihai Provincial Committee had fallen silent. The comrades saw Chen Ke's pensive look and did not know what had happened. No one dared to interrupt Chen Ke's train of thought; the celebration had come to a complete halt.

"Chairman Chen, what is it?" Shang Yuan finally asked.

"Pu Guanshui wants to know if the German Navy will return to Qingdao to shell the industrial zone. Before the war, we emphasized multiple times that the industrial zone must be captured intact. It seems Comrade Pu Guanshui has completed the task. Although I think it's unlikely the German forces will do so, concern breeds confusion. Qingdao's industry is quite important to us, and I dare not completely rule out this possibility," Chen Ke replied.

"Then can we transport this equipment to Xuzhou?" Shang Yuan's first thought was this.

"The difficulty of transporting it back is too great. Even if we dismantle the equipment, sea transport is no longer safe at all; at most, we can transport it to Jinan." Limited by railway transportation issues, Chen Ke was also quite helpless.

"Then dismantle it first anyway," Shang Yuan said.

"Moving an industrial center is very troublesome. Actually, I personally hope the war ends here," Chen Ke said slowly.

Seeing Chen Ke say this, the comrades had already guessed that he had a brand new vision of his own. And this vision was certainly not something they could have imagined.

On the Lianyungang front, Wu Xingchen received the telegram. Given that Qingdao had been captured, the campaign in Lianyungang entered its next phase, focusing on inflicting heavy casualties on the German infantry forces.

"Rocket artillery units, prepare!" A fierce smile appeared on Wu Xingchen's face. In Lianyungang, the Germans had relied on naval guns to begin building temporary fortifications. In the first phase of the military plan, they had to strike the enemy to prevent them from easily completing the temporary fortifications, while also giving the enemy the illusion that they had occupied Lianyungang. Wu Xingchen could be said to have racked his brains. Now that the second phase had begun, there was no longer any need for restraint. Small infantry detachments already lying in ambush on the perimeter immediately launched an attack on the German outposts.

The Germans had sent two outpost units, each with a platoon of troops, and established observation posts on two heights on the outskirts of Lianyungang. The day belonged to the Germans; with the support of naval guns, they could call for fire assistance at any time. Once night fell, the battlefield belonged to the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army. The troops would launch attacks on these outposts, taking them out under the cover of night using light machine guns and small-unit raids.

It wasn't just the troops attacking Qingdao who were tempered on the brutal battlefield of blood and fire. The troops gathered near Lianyungang had also undergone the test. The initial attack scale was a company, and casualties were heavy under the Germans' fierce shelling. The next day, the attack scale changed to a platoon, but they failed to successfully take the heights.

On the third day, the attacking force was still a platoon, but they attacked from three sides. One side used a raid to draw the enemy's fire, while small units from the other two directions launched a surprise rapid assault.

The Germans, after all, were not the Beiyang Army. They were quite well-prepared in their defense. Even when faced with multi-pronged attacks, they remained quite stubborn in their defense. Such attacks only managed to break into the German defensive perimeter but ultimately failed due to a lack of follow-up troops.

Too many troops wouldn't work, and too few wouldn't either. Besides multi-pronged attacks, there also had to be reserves. The Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army had been exposed to the infantry squad and platoon tactics taught by Chen Ke long ago. However, they had mostly fought large-scale battles under superior firepower. Facing German small units, the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army found that they truly had significant problems in this regard.

But there was no need to worry about this anymore. The troops moved the rockets to the front lines along pre-prepared communication trenches. After a dozen rounds, the once seemingly impregnable German outposts turned into a sea of fire.

Wu Xingchen burst into loud laughter. "You bastards finally have your day!"

The surrounding comrades also cheered. The German naval guns did return fire, but the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army was certainly not so foolish as to stay and cheer on the positions that had just been destroyed.

The troops bypassed the German naval gun attack zones, and the artillery soon reached pre-measured positions. Another twenty-some rockets went off, and the German temporary fortifications also turned into a sea of fire. Although the accuracy of the rockets was not high, they utilized a modular design where the warhead was just a matter of weight distribution. Be it explosive shells, incendiary shells, steel-ball shells, or the thermobaric shells that only existed on paper—the warhead design could be carried out completely independently.

For testing purposes, a mix of various warheads was used in this attack.

As soon as the German warships withdrew, the People's Party's medical experts would have ample research materials.
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The news of the People's Party's military victory was immediately broadcast across the country. "After five days of fierce fighting, the People's Party not only held Lianyungang but also captured the German-occupied Qingdao Fortress." Besides the telegrams, this news also prominently appeared in newspapers in Beijing, Tianjin, and Shanghai. The national reaction was unexpectedly "silent."

No one believed it could be true; even those who did felt a profound sense of unreality. Since the first Opium War in 1840, China had suffered defeat after defeat in battles against foreigners on its own soil. Suddenly, a force had emerged victorious. The People's Party, led by Chen Ke, seemed truly different from ordinary Chinese forces.

The Beiyang government had the best access to first-hand information. In fact, after the People's Party seized Qingdao, the local Beiyang government in Qingdao sent the news to Jinan as quickly as possible, and then on to Beijing.

The feat of the People's Party breaking Qingdao within a single day and seizing the entire fortress left the Beiyang Cabinet without even the energy to comment. When the German fleet received the news, they did not attempt to reoccupy Qingdao but temporarily sailed south to the port of Shanghai. Although Navy Minister Sa Zhenbing explained his view from a naval perspective—"The German fleet used their naval guns to cover the attack on Lianyungang, and after several days, they ran out of shells. They are temporarily unable to retake Qingdao"—the cabinet members merely feigned a look of sudden realization.

They truly hoped this was the case. However, lacking military expertise, they privately believed that the German fleet simply lacked the courage to attack Qingdao. Being able to beat the Germans to the point where they dared not retaliate left these central officials with a feeling they could not express in words.

Yuan Shikai wanted to see what clever strategies the Beiyang central government would produce. The ministers remained silent, showing no signs of an outburst. Since they refused to speak, Yuan Shikai did not force them. Leaving behind Xu Shichang, Wang Shizhen, Duan Qirui, and Sa Zhenbing, he dismissed the others to attend to their duties.

The five men remaining in the room all understood military affairs. It could even be said that before the rise of the People's Party, they were the five people in China who understood military matters best. After the other cabinet ministers left, these five resumed their silence, staring at one another.

A People's Party force of over ten thousand had reached Qingdao after a four-day forced march and immediately entered battle, capturing the Qingdao Fortress in a single night. The Beiyang Army had started with the Xiaozhan New Army training. If the Beiyang Army were deployed from Xiaozhan to set up defenses in Beijing, they might not even complete the mobilization in four days. If Beiyang went to war with the People's Party, the best way for Beiyang to ensure its own safety seemed to be piling all its troops in Beijing; then the People's Party could strike wherever else it pleased. From a military standpoint, none of the five saw even a glimmer of possibility for a Beiyang victory against the People's Party. The lesson of the Manchus was not distant; the stolen ruling power had been in their hands for less than a year! The People's Party had started as a rebellion and had not yet nominally joined the Republic of China. If the People's Party raised its flag to firmly overthrow the Beiyang central government, it would be logically irreproachable.

Xu Shichang was currently exercising the responsibilities of the Premier as the Acting Premier, making him the highest-ranking official in the cabinet. Remaining silent forever was not a solution. "Pinqing, how is the situation in Jinan?" Xu Shichang asked, finding a mundane topic.

"The troops stationed in Jinan still haven't left their barracks," Wang Shizhen replied with his usual composure.

This order had originally been Yuan Shikai's intent, but hearing it now gave an exceptionally demoralizing feeling. A group of youngsters who had only started out five years ago were already sweeping across China and could even capture the powerful Qingdao Fortress. Meanwhile, the Beiyang, with its decades of illustrious reputation, could only hide in its barracks. After Wang Shizhen finished speaking, Xu Shichang's expression became even more unsightly.

Seeing the other four fall silent again, Yuan Shikai was unwilling to press them. "Pinqing, you are familiar with Shandong. I want you to go there and take charge for a while."

"Yes," Wang Shizhen replied simply, without asking for a reason.

"Dingming, you take good care of the Navy. The Germans have suffered such a huge loss. The People's Party has no navy, and their only outlet to the sea is Lianyungang. There's no guarantee the Germans won't come looking for trouble with us."

"...Yes," Sa Zhenbing replied simply, though he seemed to have more to say.

"Zhiquan, since Pinqing is going to Shandong, you will take over the Ministry of the Army. At this juncture, manage the army well. Don't let any trouble happen for me."

"Yes," Duan Qirui also responded simply.

"Juren, stay for a moment. The rest of you go and get busy," Yuan Shikai ordered.

After the three left, Xu Shichang asked, "Based on your meaning just now, President, are you planning to meet with Chen Ke?"

Yuan Shikai shook his head helplessly. "With Chen Ke causing such a massive disturbance, he definitely won't be coming to Beijing anytime soon. Once Pinqing is settled in Jinan, I will contact Chen Ke to meet in Jinan. I want to see how he plans to wrap this up."

"President, is a meeting with Chen Ke at this time... appropriate?" Xu Shichang asked somewhat hesitantly.

"Juren, I am the President of the Republic of China. Now that such a thing has happened, if I don't say a word and act like a shrinking turtle, can I still be this President? I know what some in the cabinet are thinking. They think Chen Ke has invited big trouble and the foreigners won't let him off. But haven't they considered that if the foreigners end up unable to do anything to Chen Ke, will our central government still be able to function? If Chen Ke can survive this on his own, we might as well just wait to die in this city of Beijing!" By the end, Yuan Shikai's anger finally erupted.

"Brother Xiangcheng, don't upset yourself," Xu Shichang couldn't help but say. On the surface, the People's Party's action seemed extremely risky, but Xu Shichang was a sensible man. What Yuan Shikai had just said pointed directly to the problem. If the People's Party could pull through this time, they would occupy the moral high ground. A local Chinese government that dared to fight foreigners—and one that could defeat the forces of the Great Powers—would undoubtedly and automatically possess the great banner of patriotism. This military victory provided a massive foundation for the People's Party's future development. In contrast, the Beiyang central government would be burdened with heavy pressure. If the Beiyang government dared to have any conflict with the People's Party now, not to mention whether they could win, once the People's Party slapped them with the label of "traitors," the Beiyang government would be left speechless.

Military superiority was clearly with the People's Party, and they had taken the lead on the moral front. If Beiyang could not immediately come up with an effective counter-strategy, they would have to sit in Beijing and wait for their downfall.

"President, why don't you let me meet with Chen Ke?" Xu Shichang suggested.

"There is no reason for the Premier of the Cabinet to go to a local province to pay respects to Chen Ke," Yuan Shikai said somewhat gloomily. Having to request a meeting with Chen Ke in Jinan was depressing enough; even so, Chen Ke might not be willing to go to Jinan. Currently, Chen Ke was the target of everyone's attention, and whether he was willing to risk going to Jinan was still a question. In the current situation, if Yuan Shikai were to lure and kill Chen Ke, then the foreigners, the Beiyang, and the Southern provinces—which had long been hostile toward Chen Ke—would join forces. Even in the worst case, it would be a situation where everyone perished together.

In the past, Chen Ke had always taken the lead, but the current situation gave Yuan Shikai an opportunity. Although Beiyang was at a military disadvantage, Beiyang was, after all, the Central government, and Yuan Shikai was the President elected by the National Assembly. As long as Chen Ke was willing to nominally bow his head, Yuan Shikai would have the "Chen Ke card" to play against the Germans and the Southern provinces. For Chen Ke, once he nominally bowed his head, the relationship between the local and central government would be established. Any further action against Beiyang would carry the stigma of treason. Yuan Shikai was still willing to cooperate with Chen Ke under the condition of a clearly defined superior-subordinate relationship.

Of course, all of this depended on Chen Ke's willingness to go to Jinan, bow to Yuan Shikai, and acknowledge the central authority of Yuan Shikai.

"President, if we negotiate peace with Chen Ke now, the foreigners will turn their focus toward us. Should we wait a bit longer?" Xu Shichang finally couldn't help but voice his inner thoughts.

"Juren! Juren!" Hearing this, Yuan Shikai was truly angry. "When we were young, we all held the idea of performing great deeds for the country. I went to Korea, and you sat on a cold bench in the Hanlin Academy for ten years. Now Chen Ke dares to attack the Qingdao Fortress and the Germans. Even if we are useless and cannot defeat the foreigners, have we lost even the courage to pretend we dare to fight them, to pretend we aren't afraid of them?!"

Yuan Shikai's invitation was accepted by Chen Ke. Both knew that the current situation allowed for no delay. On July 17th, while it was raining, the leaders of China's two largest political forces sat in a pavilion by the Baotu Spring and began to chat.

"Wenqing, did your subordinates not advise you against coming here?" Yuan Shikai laughed.

"The comrades don't quite trust Beiyang, but I feel it's not yet time to have a falling out," Chen Ke also laughed.

"How so?" Yuan Shikai didn't dislike such practical talk at all.

"We in the People's Party oppose exploitation, but the current domestic political forces cannot understand this issue of class contradiction. Therefore, we are far from being irreconcilable. As for current interests, I still believe in the saying that 'taking a loss is an advantage,'" Chen Ke replied simply.

"Taking a loss is an advantage?" Yuan Shikai had never had such a discussion on personal conduct with Chen Ke. At his age, there was nothing he hadn't seen; he was long past the stage of being interested in human nature. However, regarding this strange junior, Yuan Shikai still wanted to ask, "How do you see this saying, Wenqing?"

"Most people only seek returns. If they work together, they want to get more and do less. Such people cannot bear to take even a small loss. But you, President, are not an ordinary person; you focus on getting things done. Once the task is accomplished, your interests can be maximized. Therefore, you are not afraid of taking a loss or being a scapegoat. I admire this greatly."

Yuan Shikai tried to keep a straight face, but the corners of his mouth couldn't help but twitch slightly. After a moment, since there were no outsiders around, Yuan Shikai suddenly burst into a loud laugh. After laughing for a while, he pointed at Chen Ke and praised, "Wenqing, what you said is extremely clever. Indeed, 'taking a loss is an advantage.'"

"Speaking like this with you, President, I'm not afraid of my meaning being misinterpreted. You are indeed a hero," Chen Ke also praised.

"No need for all that. Since you've come this time, Wenqing, are you prepared to take a loss or to take an advantage?"

"Lord Yuan, do you want to be Emperor?" Chen Ke asked bluntly.

Hearing this, Yuan Shikai's eyes couldn't help but widen. This sudden sentence struck directly at his vitals. Of course he wanted to be Emperor. After witnessing that unparalleled status and reverence, and already being only half a step away from it, he naturally hoped he could take that final step.

However, the biggest obstacle to Yuan Shikai's coronation was sitting right in front of him. If Yuan Shikai became Emperor, Chen Ke would absolutely not agree. The People's Party had started by opposing imperialism and had gone through untold hardships to overthrow the Qing. How could they accept a new Emperor?

"Does Wenqing wish to submit a petition for me to ascend the throne?" Yuan Shikai said jokingly.

"Such things are not for me to do. If you wish to become Emperor now, there would be plenty of people submitting petitions. Not only would Beiyang support you, but even the Southern provinces might as well."

"Then if I become Emperor, what will Wenqing do?" Yuan Shikai continued to ask.

"We'll see when the time comes. But as long as you do not become Emperor, I will absolutely support only you, Lord Yuan, as the President." Chen Ke stated his position.

Yuan Shikai understood clearly: Chen Ke did not support him being Emperor, but supported him being President. Although quite disappointed in his heart, Yuan Shikai laughed and said, "I've also read some history. All founding monarchs are under fifty when they ascend the throne. I am already old. If I had such ambitions in my youth, I no longer have the spirit to insist on fighting for that position of power. On the other hand, Wenqing, you are so young and have a boundless future."

"A boundless future? Right now, the whole world is waiting to see the People's Party's joke. At this time, you can see the situation clearly and dare to come forward and take on the responsibility for the world. That is true magnanimity. For this point alone, you deserve to sit in this position," Chen Ke replied frankly. He hadn't originally thought Yuan Shikai would have such courage, but reality and imagination were often quite different.

"Regarding dealing with the foreigners, what thoughts do you have, Wenqing?" Yuan Shikai turned the conversation to the main topic.

"My attack on the Germans this time seems to have shocked the world, but that's not quite the case. The shock to the foreigners is that China has the power to strike them and can win. This is merely a matter of 'face.' You can't have it both ways. If we in the People's Party think we are invincible from now on, that would be the path to self-destruction. We in the People's Party believe we cannot do that," Chen Ke answered very clearly.

Yuan Shikai felt much more relaxed. What he feared most was that Chen Ke would lose himself after this and act arbitrarily based on his power—that would be a completely uncontrollable situation. In this meeting, Yuan Shikai wanted to confirm Chen Ke's attitude.

"President, I know all too well what others think. For me personally, I don't believe at all that foreigners cannot make money in China through legitimate business. If foreigners invest in the industrial sectors we need, I would even welcome it. One reason the British haven't moved to help the Germans is that our war with Germany is just a war. We haven't made the British feel that we're going to flip the table. What the British care about is the fixed trade agreement we discussed before. On this point, I don't intend to look for trouble. We will negotiate as we should. In this matter, we still need you to step forward, President."

Yuan Shikai was drawn in by Chen Ke's words and couldn't help asking, "Then how do you plan to deal with Germany, Wenqing?"

"War is war, and legitimate business is legitimate business. These are two separate things..."

The two leaders talked from the 17th to the 19th. Afterward, Yuan Shikai returned to Beijing, and Chen Ke went to Qingdao to commend the troops.

As soon as Yuan Shikai returned to Beijing, the German Minister came knocking. Perhaps for psychological reasons, Yuan Shikai saw the German Minister's current posturing as complete bluffing.

"We are preparing to organize a coalition to crusade against the People's Party! I wonder which side you intend to stand on, President."

When the German Minister's words were translated, Yuan Shikai almost wanted to laugh. It wasn't even Germany's place to organize a coalition. Britain hadn't said a word yet; who did the Germans think they were scaring?

"Let me know when the coalition is actually organized. Right now, nothing is certain yet, so what's the rush?" Yuan Shikai laughed.

These words were essentially the same as "go back and sleep." After the translation, the German Minister's face turned beet red. He could use "insulting a diplomat" as a reason to announce military punishment against the People's Party, but that reason was completely inappropriate for Yuan Shikai. Moreover, countries like Britain and France were currently in a "wait and see" mood. Yuan Shikai's words struck the German Minister's vital point.

Steadying himself, the German Minister said sternly, "It seems President Yuan intends to support the People's Party?"

"I never support the People's Party, but as the President of China, I have an obligation to protect China's interests. That is my position. Your war with the People's Party is your own business; I have no wish to get involved in what is essentially a childish fight." Yuan Shikai gave a tough reply.

The German Minister was already under immense mental pressure. Hearing Yuan Shikai say this, he was so angry he almost spat fire. "In that case, when we attack Qingdao, we demand that the Chinese central government send troops to cooperate."

"What is the reason? Is there any legal basis?" Yuan Shikai asked.

"..." The German Minister had never been questioned like this in China. There was naturally no legal basis, and there were no such agreements in European custom. Unless the German Emperor planned to declare war on the whole of China, he indeed had no legal or other reason to force Yuan Shikai. However, by the time the German Emperor declared war on all of China, the Minister would have reached the end of his rope.

"Qingdao must be returned to our side! Since the Republic of China inherited the Qing government, it must accept this treaty." The German Minister brought up a more "reliable" legal basis.

"There's nothing in the treaty about our side having to send troops to help your side seize Qingdao, right?" Yuan Shikai countered.

"Qingdao is our German territory! It must never be lost." The Minister was also starting to buckle. Losing Germany's most important stronghold in the Far East under his watch was an unacceptable loss. The Minister actually hoped Yuan Shikai would commit some extremely rude diplomatic act, so he could demand war. Although his own fate wouldn't change, at least he could make things difficult for the Chinese.

"When did the 'Jiaozhou Bay Lease Treaty' ever say that Qingdao is your German territory? As a Minister, you are surprisingly ignorant. Go back and read the treaty carefully before coming back to talk." Yuan Shikai took the opportunity to bluntly see the guest out.

After "sending off" the German Minister, Yuan Shikai received a notification: "The British Minister has come to visit by invitation."
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Although he was the President of the Republic, at this critical moment, Yuan Shikai found himself having to personally receive the foreign ministers of various nations. This was truly a helpless situation. In this regard, he slightly envied Chen Ke. Given Yuan Shikai's experience, at least within China, he had never seen a political organization as unified from top to bottom as the People's Party—excluding, of course, the ganging-up "foreign devils." Every representative of the People's Party was, at the very least, working toward the same goal, and there was no difference in their overarching objective of making that happen. The main reason Chen Ke personally stepped forward was that the young revolutionaries with him had relatively limited capabilities. However, at any given time, the explanations Yuan Shikai heard from the People's Party were consistent.

In contrast, whether in the former Qing Dynasty or the Beiyang government, everyone had their own hidden agendas. For instance, when facing the "foreign devils," Tang Shaoyi from the Ministry of Foreign Affairs was not actually reliable. If the current affairs were left to Tang Shaoyi, the first thing he would protect would not be the interests of the Beiyang government, but his own reputation. Thus, Yuan Shikai had to personally take the lead.

The British Minister showed a hint of surprise when Yuan Shikai reopened the discussion on the Quota Trade Agreement. After all, this was a matter between Chen Ke and Yuan Shikai. As Chen Ke had predicted, the British had no intention of refusing. Not only did they not refuse, but the "British fellows" instead wore expressions that suggested they took it for granted.

It wasn't until Yuan Shikai and the British representative had roughly finished their discussion and were about to see the guest out that the British Minister finally asked about the Qingdao issue.

"If military conflict continues in this manner, it will lead to significant losses for all parties involved," Yuan Shikai replied.

In the late Qing era, one could say that for decades, only one and a half people had managed to negotiate with foreigners backed by military victory. The first was Yuan Shikai. During his time in Korea, facing the step-by-step encroachment of the Japanese, Yuan Shikai had swiftly resolved Korea's internal rebellion, stabilized the situation, and shattered the Japanese plot to interfere in Korea. The other "half" was Feng Zicai, who led the victory at Zhennan Pass. However, since Feng Zicai was not in charge of the negotiations, while Guangxi was saved, Annam was lost.

In 1910, Japan utilized internal traitors in Korea to sign the *Japan-Korea Annexation Treaty*, and Yuan Shikai's achievements of those years vanished completely. But now, the People's Party had once again handed Yuan Shikai an opportunity leveraged by military victory. Yuan Shikai knew that while Cixi could squander such opportunities at will—because neither Yuan Shikai nor Feng Zicai could rebel against her or the Qing court—Chen Ke and the People's Party would absolutely not allow Yuan Shikai to waste it so recklessly.

"Qingdao involves the *Jiaozhou Lease Treaty*. I believe this is not something to be treated lightly," the British Minister's reply was very clear.

Seeing the British Minister speak this way, Yuan Shikai adopted a posture of delaying as much as possible. "If the Minister feels this matter should not be treated lightly, we might as well wait and see how things develop for now. After all, the war is only occurring in Lianyungang and Qingdao. It does not affect the overall situation in China."

The British Minister frowned upon hearing this. The current situation was indeed tricky. If the People's Party had lost the battle, everything would be easy to handle. The Great Powers would either take advantage of the crisis or intervene in Chinese affairs under the guise of "upholding justice." For example, after the Sino-Japanese War of 1894-1895, when Japan occupied Northeast China and refused to leave, the Great Powers finally "upheld justice," allowing Japan to gain the "Liaodong Peninsula Ransom," while the powers maintained the balance of influence in the status quo of China.

However, the current situation was that the People's Party had captured Qingdao and inflicted heavy casualties on the German Marines on the beaches of Lianyungang. Kaiser Wilhelm II was a typically unreliable, moody figure whose various "whimsical ideas" led rational European diplomats to believe he belonged in a mental asylum rather than a palace. Yet, among Wilhelm II's cousins, Tsar Nicholas II of Russia was one who exceptionally followed his cousin's lead. If Yuan Shikai refused to make any compromise, the escalation of the war was no joke.

Within the diplomatic corps, Britain and France were the closest, and the mental states of both ministers were relatively normal. They both saw one problem: if this war continued, it would inevitably come down to victory or defeat. The People's Party's victory over Germany wasn't particularly extraordinary in itself, but if the war expanded and China emerged victorious, it would mean China would break free from the current situation of foreign control.

Britain had spent half a century, launched several wars, and exerted immense effort for the purpose of opening the Chinese market. Now, they saw themselves nearing the goal. Yuan Shikai's Beiyang government was already a relatively open administration, while the "rebel" People's Party practically made welcoming international trade their basic policy. Constructing a stable trade system and further expanding trade in China had already become the core of Britain's recent Far East policy.

If an uncontrollable war were to take place, even a victory would cause significant damage to Britain's immediate interests. If it resulted in failure, the harm would be even greater.

Unfortunately, Germany, which was at the center of the storm, was ruled by that unreliable Wilhelm II. If the situation could not be calmed quickly, allowing the matter to escalate would shatter the hard-won stability in the Far East.

"Besides the Quota Trade Agreement, does Mr. President have no other plans for Qingdao?" the British Minister asked.

"If I were to send troops to capture Qingdao and then present it to Germany with both hands, the Germans wouldn't be grateful, and what kind of reputation would I have in today's China?" Yuan Shikai countered.

Despite his vast experience, the British Minister almost burst out laughing upon hearing Yuan Shikai's accurate assessment of the Germans. Indeed, even if Yuan Shikai did so, the Germans would absolutely not be grateful; on the contrary, they would demand even more from him. This was a situation all too common in China.

"I won't do anything that makes me look bad to both sides. If the Minister is asking for a solution, I do have one. Both Qingdao and Lianyungang were involved in the fighting, so we might as well designate these two port cities as Economic Development Zones. Foreign commercial enterprises can freely invest, open factories, and do business here. They can fully utilize the vast trade regions covered behind these two cities. Doing so would allow me to explain things domestically, and German 'face' could also be preserved," Yuan Shikai replied.

"Open concessions in these two cities?" the British representative was quite surprised by this suggestion.

"Not concessions, but Economic Development Zones. The sovereignty and jurisdiction of these two cities would be entirely managed by us. Everyone could safely and without restriction conduct trade and investment activities within these two cities."

"With no restrictions on who can invest or trade here?" the British Minister was somewhat skeptical.

"Yes. No country will be restricted. An Economic Development Zone is somewhat similar to a free trade city. The local laws of these two cities will be formulated entirely by the people within them," Yuan Shikai's explanation showed quite a bit of legal awareness.

"This condition will not appease the anger of the Germans," the British Minister believed what Yuan Shikai offered looked good but was far from enough.

"In a state of war, there are two aspects: enemy property and private assets. If peace can be restored now, I have no way to demand the assets of the German Colonial Office or the Navy from the People's Party. However, for factories and enterprises from German private investment, I can consider asking for them back from the People's Party. After all, private individuals did not participate in this conflict. If the conflict ends here, their legitimate interests should be protected." Yuan Shikai played the final card promised by Chen Ke. Pausing for a moment, he added, "Of course, if this conflict expands in this manner, German private property will also be regarded as enemy property by the People's Party. At that point, nothing I say will matter."

After saying all this, Yuan Shikai appeared unruffled on the surface, but he felt somewhat uneasy in his heart. When he and Chen Ke discussed how to end this conflict, they reached a consensus: fear was useless; the only thing to do was to hold out to the end. Germany was, after all, fighting a long-distance expedition, and Lianyungang was the People's Party's territory. Since Germany was attacking the People's Party's base, the People's Party would naturally take responsibility for the defense.

With Qingdao in Chinese hands, it would be impossible for the Germans to take it away without paying a massive price. Chen Ke had solemnly guaranteed that it would be absolutely impossible for the Germans to retake Qingdao without sacrificing over 200,000 lives. If the Germans truly sent troops, the People's Party would be responsible for defending Qingdao, and Yuan Shikai's Beiyang government would not need to provide assistance.

What the Beiyang government needed to do was to remain firm in its stance. Chen Ke's attitude was very clear: if the People's Party faced a situation of internal and external crisis, the Beiyang government would be the People's Party's first choice for a strike.

Yuan Shikai had put his very life on the line this time; it was impossible for him not to feel any unease.

The British Minister only raised a few related minor questions before taking his leave. Yuan Shikai felt a wave of relief. The development of events was indeed as Chen Ke had predicted: as soon as the temporary non-confiscation of German private assets was mentioned, the British representative ceased being aggressive. However, if Chen Ke's prediction was correct, this was only the prelude to the storm. The British would never exert effort so easily, and Germany would not give up so simply. Until both sides felt that further fighting was meaningless, this conflict would not end.

Whether Yuan Shikai could stand firm in this conflict without wavering, and whether he could face various threats without compromise—Yuan Shikai could see that Chen Ke didn't have much confidence in him. In fact, if he hadn't been forced into this corner, Yuan Shikai wouldn't have had much confidence in himself either.

After the victory at Zhennan Pass, and when Yuan Shikai suppressed the internal rebellion in Korea, he had once been extremely disappointed with the court led by Cixi. This was because the court cared nothing for the fruits of victory of those fighting abroad for the country, even treating them with contempt. Now that the fruits of the People's Party's victory were temporarily handed to Yuan Shikai, he found that he too considered it a "hot potato." He could neither hold on to it nor throw it away.

Because this was not the final victory, but a simple phase victory. If the Beiyang central government wanted to continue utilizing this victory, it would have to pay a higher price. And the danger that followed would be even greater than before.

Most importantly, even if a final victory was achieved, what then? It would only make Yuan Shikai and Feng Zicai existences whose "merit overshadowed the lord." Just like this time, if they truly won in the subsequent struggle, the People's Party, as the one who struck first, would also gain influence surpassing that of the Beiyang center.

Thinking of this, Yuan Shikai couldn't help but smile bitterly. No wonder when Chen Ke met him, he had spoken bluntly: "As for current interests, I still believe in the saying that 'taking a loss is a gain.'" And: "However, as long as the Great President does not declare himself Emperor, I will absolutely support Lord Yuan as this Great President."

Chen Ke truly wasn't afraid of taking a loss. As long as this matter could be accomplished, everything Chen Ke appeared to lose now—whether status or interest—would all fall into Chen Ke's hands once Yuan Shikai died. Truly, "taking a loss is a gain."

Chen Ke didn't care about Yuan Shikai's thoughts. The history of the Party proved one thing: in the face of People's War, any invasion by European or American powers attempting to destroy China was destined to fail. The base areas in history grew stronger as they fought; there was no reason the People's Party couldn't achieve the same. If the "foreign devils" truly invaded China like the Japanese army, although they would face a terrifying situation, the People's Party would surely achieve the final victory. And this victory would inevitably be a great victory for the complete liberation of China.

"If peace is sought through struggle, peace will survive; if peace is sought through compromise, peace will perish." Chairman Mao's understanding of history was just that profound. Therefore, although Chen Ke had reached a certain agreement with Yuan Shikai, he never truly considered this "heaven knows if it's reliable" agreement as his bottom line.

In the black-and-white old movies of the 1950s and 60s, whenever "devils" (Japanese) went to the countryside, it was said to be twenty devils and hundreds of "puppet troops." This was a clear textbook. Chen Ke wasn't afraid of making things big, or even changing history. For instance, the armies that originally slaughtered each other in Europe might unite to attack China. After all, when Japan invaded China, the Japanese "devils" could still pull together a significant number of puppet troops in China. At the current stage, it was impossible to have puppet troops of such scale and quality as enemy auxiliary forces.

Even if ten million "foreign devils" entered China, if they gathered in big cities, they would be crushed by their own consumption. If these foreign devils went to the countryside and also built blockhouses and established strongpoints, they could basically be considered "sending meat to the door." Europe's total population was only about 300 million now; at most, there were 90 million young men. Losing ten million young men would mean one death for every nine. Europe wouldn't be able to survive that. They would collapse on their own.

If there truly were such a war, the ones who would ultimately be liberated would definitely not be the Europeans. The factor deciding this war was solely the extent to which the People's Party could integrate with the people.

After inspecting Qingdao, Chen Ke returned to Xuzhou. Waiting for him, besides the comrades of the People's Party, was actually the figure of Tao Chengzhang. Upon seeing Chen Ke, Tao Chengzhang stepped forward and said, "Wenqing, I have come this time commissioned by the comrades of the Guangfu Society. If the foreign devils attack China, all our comrades in the Guangfu Society are willing to fight for China under Wenqing's banner."

Chen Ke was suddenly quite moved. By now, the only one in all of China truly willing to stand clearly on the People's Party's side was the Guangfu Society. As for the other forces, quite a few spies sent to scout for information had been caught. The rest all maintained silence. But there was no helping it; no one was a fool. The People's Party had not achieved a decisive victory. If other provinces expressed support, what if they were targeted for retaliation by the Germans? Moreover, since the attitude of the Great Powers was currently so unclear, it was a correct choice for each power to seek self-preservation. The Germans in the Far East were far from the point where "everyone pushes the falling wall."

Chen Ke smiled. "Thank you for the support of Mr. Tao and the comrades of the Guangfu Society. The war has temporarily come to an end; there won't be any action in the short term. Germany is thousands of miles from China; if they truly fight again, it will be at least several months away."

Tao Chengzhang originally thought that after such a great victory, Chen Ke would be extremely excited, but seeing him as calm as ever, he was greatly impressed. After the fall of the Manchu Qing, the situation in China had initially stabilized. The result of "federal provincial autonomy" was that each province focused its attention on itself, and for now, no one wanted any upheaval. The Guangfu Society occupied southern Zhejiang, basically in a state of local autonomy. Under the leadership of Cai Yuanpei, the local officials in southern Zhejiang were all arranged by the Guangfu Society itself. This part of the Guangfu Society led by Cai Yuanpei was dedicated to competing for seats and influence in the Zhejiang Provincial Assembly. The so-called "all comrades of the Guangfu Society" were merely the part of people under Tao Chengzhang, Xu Xilin in western Zhejiang, and Qiu Jin.

While every province pursued peace and quiet, the People's Party was always at the center of the storm. Whether this approach was "courageous" or "foolish" was evaluated differently by various parties. Furthermore, Tao Chengzhang's visit this time was not purely to support the People's Party. He hoped to seize the entirety of Zhejiang. To achieve such a result, the easiest way was undoubtedly to request the People's Party's support. The only question was under what circumstances to raise this request with Chen Ke. At the very least, when Chen Ke had just returned from Qingdao, it was clearly inappropriate.

The Party Center immediately convened a meeting. Chen Ke reported the temporary agreement with Yuan Shikai. He also explained the fragility and unreliability of this agreement. The comrades had long been accustomed to Chen Ke's "insidiousness"; the People's Party never believed that relying on others was of much use. One of Chen Ke's favorite sayings was, "Rely on the mountain and it falls; rely on the river and it runs dry," and "Use your own hands for ample food and clothing." It wasn't that no comrades had paid a price for failing to implement this idea of Chen Ke's ideologically.

"So, what do we do now?" Shang Yuan asked.

The main thing Chen Ke had considered along the way was this question. Facing unprecedented changes, he had to provide a way to respond. "The current task is to strengthen Party building. Although our material preparation is still far behind, under the current situation, we must transcend current material preparation and carry out ideological construction. I will tell everyone all of my personal perceptions and presuppositions."

Hearing this, the eyes of all members of the Huaihai Provincial Committee and the Central Committee members who had rushed to Xuzhou lit up. Chen Ke was not only the leader of the People's Party but also the greatest mystery within it. His mysterious background aside, most importantly, every comrade in a key department felt that the perception of the world and the vision for China's future in Chen Ke's mind was unimaginable and full of immense curiosity.

"To put it bluntly, Party building is one question: does our Party stand on the side of the propertied class or the side of the laborers? In the New China created by our People's Party in the future, what kind of people will the ruling class be?" Chen Ke used these words as his answer and opening.
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"Marxism has never been warm and fuzzy, because warm and fuzzy things are never meant to tell the truth, but to cover it up. From my personal perspective and experience, I believe Marxism is a thought system that most helps personal interest, because what this system pursues, first and foremost, is the self-liberation of the individual. A person who has achieved self-liberation is at least their own master. A person who has achieved self-liberation is also bound to become a member of the future ruling class."

When Chen Ke examined his own heart, he never considered himself a saint, let alone a moralist. After studying Marxism and Mao Zedong Thought and truly turning them into his own standards of conduct, Chen Ke discovered for the first time that his personal interests were guaranteed. In the Marxism and Mao's Selected Works that Chen Ke saw, there was never any talk of saints or great men. Instead, in the *Internationale*, it is sung: "There has never been any savior, nor do we rely on immortals or emperors! To create human happiness, we must rely entirely on ourselves."

If Marxism cannot satisfy human self-liberation and the pursuit of personal interests, then it is certainly not universal. Chen Ke looked down on the "universal values" touted by the elites in Europe, America, and China for a very simple reason: there is no common ground between sheep and wolves. It is absolutely impossible for there to be a common liberation and interest between the exploiter and the exploited. To maximize personal interest, one must rely on a theoretical system that can liberate everyone.

At least within the systems Chen Ke had encountered, none were more universal than Marxism and Mao Zedong Thought. Even from an extremely revisionist perspective, after learning Marxism and Mao, a commoner could turn into a meat-eating wolf rather than a sheep to be eaten.

"Comrades, please don't laugh. We People's Party members are first and foremost materialists. As materialists, we have certainly all realized where our personal interests lie. The difference between People's Party members and others is that we believe the way to realize personal interest lies in labor, not exploitation. To put it simply, the land reform policies we have implemented so far have basically won the support of the broad masses. The support I speak of is that the people have accepted this policy and are working hard to create their own interests under it. Taking the land reform you've all participated in as an example: after land reform, total grain production in the base areas has increased significantly, and the people's standard of living has also improved greatly. The grain and materials collected by our People's Party have also reached unprecedented levels. So, what is the core of this new system? It is to promote the development of productive forces, not to strengthen exploitation."

Hearing Chairman Chen Ke talk at length about the realization of personal interests, the comrades couldn't help but laugh. The hard work of the People's Party was unprecedented. There were many educated members among the party, and even more who knew the story of Da Yu taming the floods. After the records of Da Yu were translated into the modern Chinese promoted by the People's Party, everyone realized just how much hardship this great ancestor of the Chinese nation had endured. The People's Party had started from the flood disaster, and the comrades had all personally experienced the hardships of this great predecessor.

The actual effects of land reform indeed made these comrades feel proud. Once large-scale socialized production began, its power was terrifying. Vast stretches of farmland, irrigation systems spread throughout, the promotion of improved seeds, pesticides, and iron farm tools, as well as the various agricultural side-industries and industrial construction supported by agricultural income—under Chairman Chen Ke's leadership, these appeared in the base areas like magic.

Very few of the People's Party's cadres came purely from urban backgrounds; the vast majority had direct or nearly direct connections and understanding of the countryside. This thirty-percent tax of the People's Party was a low tax rate unseen for hundreds of years. The benefits gained by everyone from the People's Party government to the grassroots masses were something the comrades had never seen before.

These comrades had all worked on the front lines and were very familiar with the situation. While the achievements were worth being proud of, no one felt it was much to celebrate. Because the labor everyone put in was also unprecedented and unheard of. Labor created everything in the base area, and labor created the current flourishing situation. Correspondingly, everyone deeply felt the hardship of labor. If such laborers were the future ruling class of China, it didn't seem like something particularly worth celebrating with toasts.

Chen Ke also never felt that such a ruling class was particularly enviable. In fact, under the system of socialized production, an individual's self-awakening begins first with an understanding of the world. Those who understand the world must first see the cruel reality of the world. After Chen Ke himself recognized this cruel reality, he found that many "humane" things in him had withered away first. This was the price of the transformation of a "humane" society.

"Comrades, I've heard a very interesting saying: 'One doesn't get rich without killing the poor.' This is the truth of the exploiting class; nothing is faster than institutional exploitation. Working hard to earn money through labor is described by a saying: 'Money is hard to earn, and shit is hard to eat.' But relying on exploitation, on seizing others' wealth to accumulate one's own, the speed is much faster. Of course, some say the risk is also greater. But Marx said that if capital has a fifty percent profit, it will take risks; if it has a hundred percent profit, it dares to trample on all human laws; if it has a three hundred percent profit, it dares to commit any crime, even at the risk of being beheaded."

Another burst of laughter followed, filled with understanding of what this meant. Actually, they didn't necessarily want to laugh, but besides laughing, there seemed to be no other way to respond. Everything Chen Ke said was the truth, leaving no room for rebuttal. After the comrades finished laughing, many slightly furrowed their brows. This subconscious action was actually the expression of most comrades after Chen Ke's lectures.

"Therefore, as I said before, does our Party stand on the side of the propertied class or the side of the laborers? In the New China that our People's Party will create in the future, what kind of people will the ruling class be? Only when these things are understood can there be class consciousness. Of course, whether this consciousness is that of the propertied class or the proletariat depends on your own choice. However, I want to state that our People's Party is a proletarian revolutionary party. The regime our People's Party wants to establish is absolutely not one where the propertied are the masters of the house."

The courses Chen Ke personally taught to the senior cadres of the Party were by no means warm and fuzzy. In the following three days, the comrades finally gained a certain level of understanding of Chen Ke's other side. If many comrades had previously thought Chairman Chen Ke was a "capable good man," as the course progressed, no one regarded him as a "good man" anymore. Chairman Chen Ke knew so many "means of exploitation" and so many "means of wrongdoing." Most importantly, Chairman Chen Ke knew how to establish the state as a "tool of class rule" and how to implement various hair-raising policies through the operation of this state tool. The comrades with rich practical experience knew very well that what Chairman Chen Ke said was not mere fantasy. It wasn't something that could be dismissed with a laugh. Following such a figure couldn't help but cause a great shock in the hearts of many comrades.

Of course, Chen Ke was not without supporters. During the group discussions, Shang Yuan explicitly expressed his support for Chen Ke. Facing the dejected comrades, Shang Yuan appeared exceptionally energetic. He pointed to the People's Party flag and said, "Comrades, when we swore allegiance to this flag, perhaps many of us thought the path we were to take was a glorious revolutionary road. Given the achievements already made, we are bound to have even greater achievements in the future. Our enemies look weak and laughable. But this is only part of the revolutionary process. The world we live in now is full of tyranny, cruelty, and shamelessness. How we should deal with the tyranny, cruelty, and shamelessness in this world is already a daunting challenge. Even more difficult is how we ourselves can break free from this tyranny, cruelty, and shamelessness, and abolish all injustice with a firm attitude. For us revolutionary comrades, for those of us who aspire to change the world, this is very difficult. Because we ourselves also possess this tyranny, cruelty, and shamelessness. After gaining class consciousness, we might become even more tyrannical, more cruel, and more shameless."

These were words that Teacher Li Hongqi had once used to lecture Shang Yuan. Shang Yuan had finally achieved "revolutionary consciousness," but that didn't mean other comrades could reach that level of consciousness in one step.

"The world is just this bad; there are no good people left!" Chai Qingguo shouted loudly.

No one echoed him. Chen Ke had not beautified the People's Party's own regime. The methods by which the People's Party gathered social surplus wealth were explained very clearly in the meeting. "If other regimes gather wealth by collecting taxes in kind or in currency, we, the People's Party, possess everything today by gathering labor. This is the greatest utilization of basic Marxist principles, and only after truly possessing class consciousness can these things be understood and such results achieved."

Many comrades of the People's Party truly believed that they had given the people great benefits. Through Chen Ke's analysis and narration, everyone finally realized rationally that the People's Party was the organization in China, and even the world today, that was most adept at "extraction." No wonder Chen Ke repeatedly emphasized, "Everything we have is created by labor, and everything we have is given by the people." At that time, many comrades felt that Chairman Chen was speaking in high-sounding platitudes, emphasizing political correctness. But it was clear that Chairman Chen Ke was neither speaking in platitudes nor was it about emphasizing political correctness. Chairman Chen Ke was merely stating a fact.

For this, Chai Qingguo especially couldn't accept it psychologically. When a person who firmly believes they are a giver suddenly discovers they are the biggest recipient, this massive psychological gap cannot be reversed overnight or in a few words.

Chai Qingguo's mentality represented the mentality of a considerable number of comrades. Those with simpler minds felt a great deal of discomfort. Those with more complex minds felt a deep sense of fear. "If the people knew these truths, would they still support us?" Cadres from civil affairs backgrounds mostly had such fears.

The People's Party held the vast majority of assets in the current base areas. No comrade anymore considered Chairman Chen Ke's "three *mu* per person" land reform policy to be some kind of benevolent governance. Chairman Chen Ke had long seen the "capital scarcity problem" the People's Party was destined to encounter. Thus, through the "three *mu* per person" policy, vast amounts of land capital were brought into the hands of the People's Party. This truly was a leader with "high class consciousness." The People's Party relied on this massive land asset to quickly establish and continuously improve its fiscal system.

The sericulture industry, various manufacturing industries, and the various capital in the hands of the People's Party became excellent tools for gathering labor. The masses in the base area, by selling their labor, allowed the People's Party to accumulate an unprecedented scale of wealth. It was this wealth that supported the People's Party in building a massive army and, in a very short time, used the world trade system to achieve a significant degree of industrialization in the base area.

If the masses in the base area realized this and chose to no longer cooperate with the People's Party...

Such thoughts reminded many of what Chen Ke had always warned about: "The support of the so-called silent majority means that the masses under the system follow the order provided by the system. While they strive to realize their own interests, they have allowed this system to develop and expand as never before."

"Serving the people is the best way to save your own life. Only when the people still accept these orders is the government a government. When the People's Party abandons the order, the government is left with only a few people. The so-called 'lonely man' (*dufu*) refers to the kind of person who has been abandoned."

This was cruel! After Chen Ke told the comrades the truth of the world, everyone felt the cruelty. The comrades all realized this, and they then understood why Chen Ke had always been vegetable about many things or simply didn't explain them. If Chen Ke had told the comrades everything at the very beginning, they couldn't be sure if they would have followed him in the revolution so fearlessly. Not realizing these things might also be a form of great happiness.

Shang Yuan's encouragement clearly didn't have much effect. Led by Chai Qingguo's speech, someone soon began to question the content Chen Ke had narrated. This wasn't the usual questioning of Chen Ke's specific implementation, but a real questioning of whether there was something wrong with the theoretical system Chen Ke proposed.

And Chai Qingguo's sentence "The world is just this bad; there are no good people left!" was indeed very summarizing.

"Where is the legitimacy of our People's Party's revolution? Is it to overthrow the Qing? To liberate China? Or what?"

"How do the people's revolution and the work we have promoted and completed so far verify each other?"

"What kind of country will we eventually establish? What will this country actually look like?"

Shang Yuan listened coldly to the comrades' excited speeches, only temporarily recording the questions raised by everyone, without giving a direct answer. Instead, Chen Tianhua, who had been silent, suddenly stood up. "Nothing is achieved overnight. If you are full after eating five steamed buns, does that mean you only need to eat the fifth one and don't need the first four?"

Because of anger, Chen Tianhua's voice became sharp. "Yes, our People's Party indeed knows how to accumulate wealth better than any political force, but this wealth is all used for the development of productive forces. It is all used to improve the capabilities of the masses. This is our justice."

At this moment, Wu Xingchen also stood up. Chen Tianhua was slightly stunned. Wu Xingchen was a comrade who had undergone political screening. Although he was a veteran, this experience was by no means something that could be described as glorious. Was Wu Xingchen planning to stand up and sing a different tune?

"Chairman Chen has repeatedly emphasized one thing: the people's revolution is not our People's Party revolting. First of all, the revolution is conceived within the broad masses. What we need to do is hear the call for revolution from the masses and realize the legitimate demands of the people through revolution. In the speeches of some comrades, it seems their understanding of this issue is reversed. Everyone seems to think that the people's revolutionary demand only existed after our People's Party appeared. I think this view is wrong." After saying this, Wu Xingchen glared fiercely at Chai Qingguo.

Chai Qingguo hadn't said these things after much deliberation; he just couldn't wrap his mind around it for a moment. Being glared at by Wu Xingchen, he knew he must have said something wrong. Standing up, Chai Qingguo said, "I'll state my position here: I absolutely support Chairman Chen and the Party Central Committee. So my speech is not to oppose Chairman Chen or the Party Central Committee; I just feel some things aren't clear. So I hope Chairman Chen can speak more clearly in these areas."

Shang Yuan just stared at Chai Qingguo for a moment. He still didn't say anything and continued recording.

Some other comrades who had raised objections saw Chai Qingguo change direction so cleverly, and their eyes showed a look of disdain.

Chen Tianhua was afraid these things would get out of hand. Shang Yuan looked like he was keeping a "black account." He said, "If there's anything you don't understand, say it clearly. Holding group meetings is to let everyone put forward their own views. Our People's Party's intra-party democracy is first and foremost grassroots democracy and speaking freely. Since Chairman Chen has already spoken about many things, let's put forward our own views and clarify them in the subsequent discussions."

Shang Yuan looked at Chen Tianhua for a while and finally spoke. "Comrade Chen Tianhua's speech is very good. The People's Party is not Chairman Chen Ke's one-man show. I think everyone should explain their thoughts clearly. This meeting was originally intended to discuss the core concepts and political views of the People's Party. There's no need to hide anything."

With these comrades in higher positions setting the tone, the discussion finally developed in an orderly direction.
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"In the final analysis, the comrades currently lack an understanding of socialized large-scale production. Even if we have prepared for so long materially and through experience, the small-peasant production mindset has not yet been effectively reversed..."

"The feudal concept of granting power, mountain-topism—these things cannot be completely reversed by simple ideological education alone. This includes our comrades within the Party, who more or less possess such tendencies. We cannot blame the comrades; current material preparation is far from sufficient. In the past, it was said that a county magistrate was a 'Lord of a Hundred Li.' If power is top-down, it will certainly turn into a feudal system..."

"This is also a normal thinking pattern for humans pursuing their own interests. Wanting to have class consciousness can be achieved through education. But wanting to have proletarian consciousness requires a sufficient level of productive forces materially and strong organizational action..."

Chen Ke discussed the latest gathered questions with a group of comrades. The comrades' lack of understanding of the proletarian revolution, their confusion about their own positioning, and their unease after fully recognizing their class stance—the intensity of these reactions was far beyond what Shang Yuan and others had imagined.

Since comrades from other provinces had not yet gathered in Xuzhou, the meeting included seven senior cadres, and ten middle-level cadres from the local Huaihai provincial cadres whom Chen Ke had specifically named. Shang Yuan, Chen Tianhua, Wu Xingchen, and Yan Fu, who was temporarily in Xuzhou, were naturally members of this group of "old revolutionaries," along with some comrades whom everyone was not particularly familiar with or didn't value much. For example, Comrade Xu Yuanshan, whom Chen Ke had only met a few times, was also brought into this meeting. Although Xu Yuanshan was Shang Yuan's subordinate, Shang Yuan himself didn't know him well enough.

However, the participants all shared a characteristic: they particularly disliked second-guessing Chen Ke's intentions. This was because no one believed Chen Ke had any pursuit of personal interest. This was also why the comrades were willing to follow Chen Ke. When a person throws themselves heart and soul into a cause, and that cause itself does not offer the sweet fruits of final victory solely to one or a few individuals, young people are willing to join that cause.

Everyone had thought Chen Ke would be unhappy or even fly into a rage. Chen Ke's performance greatly surprised the comrades closely surrounding him. Not only did Chen Ke show no negative emotions, but he also quite understood why these comrades would have objections. His words showed no dissatisfaction with them.

Even for someone with revolutionary consciousness like Shang Yuan, when the discussion reached a temporary pause, he had to sincerely express his admiration: "Chairman Chen, 'the Prime Minister's belly is large enough to sail a boat'—I have truly seen it today."

"This isn't about my magnanimity; it's simply the facts. Blindfolding oneself and not daring to look at the facts is seeking one's own death. Let me tell you comrades about my personal experience. My feeling is that all so-called excellent qualities are completely necessary for survival. The so-called misfortune is the law, and luck is a miracle. All lucky people are exactly the same. Because there is only one way out in the world; besides this one path, all others are dead ends. Once on a dead end, it's only a matter of when death occurs by chance; the inevitability of failure has long been decided. All excellent qualities are for recognizing the world and proactively stepping onto this way out."

Those present were comrades whom Chen Ke identified with, and one of their most basic qualities was being quite good at observing. Chen Ke's somewhat obscure words didn't cause the slightest confusion on these comrades' faces; they either nodded slightly or simply remained unmoved.

"Anyone who only pursues results and does not treat themselves as a laborer, who does not put all their energy into doing things, can never become a true People's Party member. The ruling class is not based on birth or bloodline but on individual self-awakening and the improvement of capabilities. One cannot become part of the ruling class simply by wanting to or by bestowing the title upon themselves. Only through labor and work can one's social value be recognized. Self-righteousness is seeking one's own death."

After hearing these words from Chen Ke, which were so blunt as to be almost boring, everyone finally saw the helplessness hidden deep in Chen Ke's heart. But no one looked down on Chen Ke because of it. This leader of the People's Party, who could absolutely not be called a "good man," had a truly magnanimous heart. At the very least, Chen Ke sincerely hoped that through his efforts, everyone could awaken.

"Wenqing, such things cannot be rushed. As you said, since the material conditions are not yet fully in place, being able to gather so many excellent comrades together is already something to be content with," Yan Fu smiled. "I have taught for decades and seen thousands of students, each considering themselves a talent of the time, yet I didn't think much of any of them. Now I realize it was because I hadn't thought it through myself. It's truly incredible to think that so many excellent comrades are gathered here today."

The comrades knew Yan Fu was trying to lighten the atmosphere. According to Chen Ke's standards, among the hundred thousand or so members of the People's Party, only a hundred or two were truly conscious comrades. There should be many comrades with potential in the People's Party, but at least at this stage, they were still a long way from true awakening—or reaching Chen Ke's current level.

If anyone had spoken of ideals to Chen Ke like this in the past, he would have surely considered them a great liar with ill intentions. But now that he himself had started playing the role of a "great liar," Chen Ke could only smile bitterly. "Insufficient ability, or even insufficient courage, can be improved through work and labor. But ideological deviation determines whether one starts in the wrong direction from the beginning. If a person pursues personal prominence from the start, trouble will eventually arise. Therefore, our work at this stage must not be nitpicking; we must advance our own organizational building by strengthening organizational discipline and improving systems."

Shang Yuan wasn't particularly confident in himself either. He said, "Now many comrades are worried about one thing: whether the masses will continue to cooperate with our People's Party. I personally believe the comrades indeed lack an understanding of socialized large-scale production. Many comrades feel they can handle everything themselves and feel that the current detailed management is like infringing on everyone's interests. I feel this quite deeply."

Chen Ke had no special solution for this either. To recognize socialized large-scale production, one must see it in person. A friend once said something Chen Ke very much agreed with: "If you haven't eaten pork, you haven't eaten pork. Even if you live with pigs twenty-four hours a day, if you don't know what pork tastes like, you still won't know what pork tastes like."

Most importantly, even if one is within the system of socialized large-scale production, if their mindset doesn't change, it's still useless. In response to Shang Yuan's speech, Chen Ke replied, "In a situation of socialized large-scale production, nothing can be accomplished without cooperation. Most people will think that others should do the work, and as long as they participate, the credit must be theirs—this is human instinct. Especially under the small-peasant economic system, this is a very normal thought. We must curb these problems through system building. If comrades can recognize this, then act according to this logic. If they can't, then learn to recognize it during the work process. But in any case, organizational discipline must be strengthened. And there must be absolutely no deviation in theoretical propaganda."

"In the final analysis, it's still the difference between doing things and seeking results," Shang Yuan sighed. The principle was simple and clear, but while everyone could understand the simple principle, they wouldn't necessarily act according to it. This was a headache. Shang Yuan knew very well that even if the comrades acted meticulously under the constraints of the system, it didn't mean they truly thought that way.

Turning his head in frustration, Shang Yuan inadvertently noticed Xu Yuanshan, who was attending the meeting, listening calmly. Xu Yuanshan was currently a middle-level cadre in the Logistics Department. He had only come into contact with Chen Ke during the recent battle for Qingdao, yet Chen Ke had given him a high evaluation after such short contact, which made Shang Yuan curious. He asked, "Comrade Xu Yuanshan, what are your thoughts?"

With this question, the comrades' eyes fell on Xu Yuanshan. Chen Ke didn't deliberately promote anyone, so many senior cadres were quite surprised that several comrades, including Xu Yuanshan, could attend such a meeting.

Facing Shang Yuan's question, Xu Yuanshan was slightly nervous, but more than that, he felt a kind of excitement. He replied, "I think it's still not open enough. Chairman Chen repeatedly emphasizes having a beginning and an end. Where is the beginning and where is the end? In each stage, the beginning and end are different. From my own work experience, many processes are not very reasonable. There's too much overlap in the management system. Anyone can manage, but no one actually does. Responsibility division is unreasonable. Of course, these are all problems of insufficient understanding of socialized large-scale production."

If it were someone of Shang Yuan's level, having such an understanding would be normal, but for a middle-level cadre, such thoughts were quite interesting.

"Specifically?" Shang Yuan asked.

"I think at this stage we should tap into efficiency rather than simply expanding the scale. And responsibilities must be clear. I'm in logistics; given the current situation, it's impossible for logistics to meet the requirements of all parties anyway. So logistics is always being cursed." Xu Yuanshan mentioned several problems he had encountered.

During this Qingdao battle, the comrades from the staff department did something that seemed very bizarre. The canals in the Xuzhou area had long been too silted to use. Although the People's Party had a plan to dredge the canals, in reality, this plan was entirely on paper. Heaven knows which staff officer actually mistook this paper thing for a line in the transport plan and grandly included it. Coincidentally, this task fell to Xu Yuanshan.

Xu Yuanshan had rebutted at the time, so the comrades from the staff department personally led a team, having the logistics comrades led by Xu Yuanshan take a small boat along the basically unnavigable canal. In fact, due to the rainy season, this transport task was feasible. The staff personnel didn't say anything unpleasant; they just snorted and left with a cold face.

Having lost face so publicly, Xu Yuanshan felt ashamed. But he didn't complain. Because during this temporary navigable period, even using small boats for transport could solve many problems. Therefore, Xu Yuanshan believed that under the current situation in the base area, many places were suffering from waste rather than shortage.

"Then what is your meaning?" Shang Yuan didn't quite understand these issues.

"My thoughts might be a bit different from everyone else's. Regarding having a beginning and an end, I believe that to a certain extent, we should let some work be undertaken by the private sector," Xu Yuanshan answered without much confidence.

"Private sector?" Most of the comrades present were very surprised. The People's Party's idea of large-scale state ownership almost unified the ideological field at this stage. Comrades only worried that state ownership wasn't enough, and now someone had jumped out saying it should be private—it truly couldn't help but surprise them.

"The staff comrades relied on information provided by some local private smugglers to determine the canal's transport capacity. My view is that labor should be compensated. Even if after the compensation is given, we have to execute the guy because he committed a crime, that's a separate matter. One thing is one thing; another is another. I feel many comrades haven't thought this through. They always feel everything is black or white, rather than having a beginning and an end. For example, if someone has one white hair, it doesn't mean they are covered in white fur. But many comrades clearly don't think that way."

After all, he was a middle-level cadre and not one leading an important department. Xu Yuanshan's subsequent words sounded a bit obscure. Although everyone could understand, the topic involved was inevitably too large.

"This is splitting the connection between the Party and the masses," Shang Yuan replied. One reason why the comrades had such big questions about whether the masses would continue to follow the People's Party was that in the People's Party's propaganda, the Party led everything.

"It's not like that," Xu Yuanshan replied a bit anxiously. "Nowadays, whenever we talk about doing something, it's for the Party. In fact, it's not like that at all. We work together, and first and foremost, it's for ourselves. For example, in a charge, charging up might mean death—that's a critical moment. But in ordinary times, if everyone's work methods are improper and they can't achieve efficiency, or they simply find it tiring and aren't willing to work well... so many times when we should have worked well, it ends up being turned into a 'critical moment' where we have to do it for the Party. A critical moment is an unexpected emergency; that's called a critical moment. But for any ordinary task, as long as it's a bit tiring or complicated, it becomes a 'critical moment.' This... I think this is nonsense."

After hearing this, many comrades' faces darkened. The term "critical moment" was first spoken by Chen Ke. Because of the modern Chinese promoted by the People's Party, Chen Ke had contributed greatly, so whatever new words Chen Ke used, everyone followed suit. When the comrades present encountered difficulties, it was easy to use "critical moment." Xu Yuanshan's words truly had the flavor of tarring everyone with the same brush.

Although he felt very uncomfortable and couldn't completely agree with some of Xu Yuanshan's views, Shang Yuan had to acknowledge Xu Yuanshan's courage for daring to say such things in such a meeting. Just looking at this courage, Xu Yuanshan possessed some value that Chen Ke identified with.

"Does Comrade Xu Yuanshan mean that we should summarize and categorize our current work?" Wu Xingchen interrupted. "In other words, temporarily stop promoting so many new policies and instead thoroughly understand the policies already implemented and their underlying concepts. Am I right in saying this is Comrade Xu Yuanshan's meaning?"

Xu Yuanshan nodded repeatedly after hearing this. "Exactly. I feel that many people's thinking is a bit off when they consider things—they use terms haphazardly. It sounds like they're saying things they don't mean."

"Chairman Chen, what do you think of Comrade Xu Yuanshan's view?" Wu Xingchen turned to ask Chen Ke.

Since Xu Yuanshan was a comrade valued by Chen Ke, his attitude certainly represented part of Chen Ke's opinion. Wu Xingchen didn't want to get bogged down in details with Xu Yuanshan. Even if many issues were causing such an uproar now, the one who would ultimately decide the People's Party's final line was still Chen Ke himself. Since Chen Ke had initiated this, he wouldn't allow this highly influential event to ultimately develop in a direction beyond his control. At this point, seeking Chen Ke's opinion was the most efficient choice.

"I think Comrade Xu Yuanshan's understanding of daily work is very spot on. 'As long as one is a monk, one strikes the bell.' Once you are a monk, you must strike the bell—that is the work content. Grassroots work is the key to our People's Party. Many comrades are now worried that the masses won't follow us. Although I haven't conducted an investigation, I'm worried whether the comrades are unwilling to continue bowing their heads to complete these arduous grassroots tasks. Everyone has a misunderstanding, as if the work done by us comrades in higher positions is very easy. They think attaining a higher status is a reward, rather than realizing that a higher position means bearing greater responsibility. Therefore, I believe some of Comrade Xu Yuanshan's attitudes are very commendable," Chen Ke smiled.

These words felt quite obscure. If taken literally, Chen Ke was going to conduct a comprehensive overhaul of the entire base area starting from the grassroots. Such an overhaul was by no means an easy task. And the comrades present, except for Yan Fu, all had very rich experience in grassroots work.

This overhaul was not just a determination of work methods covering all aspects, but also involved a large-scale reorganization including personnel. Comrades who met Chen Ke's requirements naturally had nothing to worry about, but for those who didn't, what kind of changes would they encounter?

No one dared to mention such questions at this time.
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"The impact of the improvement of productive forces on social change is extremely huge. After entering the industrial age, with the great liberation of productive forces, the speed of world change and development is particularly rapid..." Feng Xu slightly closed his eyes, listening to Ren Yugang reading the People's Party's latest study materials in a calm tone.

As a surrendered official, Feng Xu couldn't completely adopt the People's Party's platform as his own pursuit; he merely felt admiration for Chen Ke, the leader of the People's Party. But as a great scholar, his view of the world was quite close to reality. Just as he wanted to continue listening, Ren Yugang's voice paused. Without urging him, Feng Xu simply leaned back in his chair in a more comfortable position and began to rest his eyes.

"Mr. Feng, what exactly does Chairman Chen mean by this?" Ren Yugang asked very seriously. In fact, according to the rules of the old era, there was no need for Ren Yugang to be so polite to Feng Xu. His daughter, Ren Qiying, was now the "noble" director of the Anhui Provincial Office of the People's Party, while Feng Xu had only been the Anhui Provincial Treasurer, a status perhaps slightly lower than Ren Qiying's. One could say "the father is honored because of the daughter," though Ren Yugang naturally wouldn't have such a foolish thought. In the old era, let alone holding a high position, Ren Qiying would have been forbidden even from taking the imperial examinations.

Ren Yugang also considered himself a true Confucian believer. He and Feng Xu were colleagues, and since Feng Xu had once served as an official in Fengyang Prefecture, the two had grown close.

"Chairman Chen has already made it very clear; he wants the broad laboring people to be the masters of the house," Feng Xu answered decisively, still with his eyes closed.

"What is the difference between the people and the laboring people?" Ren Yugang, who loved labor himself, asked directly.

Feng Xu opened his eyes. "I think in Chairman Chen's view, these laboring people are the 'gentlemen' (*junzi*), and the 'people' are probably the 'lesser men' (*xiaoren*). That's why he repeatedly emphasizes the concept of the ruling class."

The core concept of Confucianism is the idea of hierarchy: "Rites do not extend to the commoners, and punishments do not extend to the great officers." This was the core thought of Confucianism, but China's historical rulers were not easily fooled, hence the implementation of "Confucianism on the outside, Legalism on the inside." Therefore, the concept of a ruling class was not a conflicting one for Confucianism. And Confucianism believed that those who held power should be "gentlemen." "The people may be made to follow a path, but they may not be made to understand it"—so the ruled class naturally became the "lesser men."

Ren Yugang furrowed his brow. While he found this explanation reasonable, as the document stated, society and the era were changing. If not for the great changes of this era, who could have imagined that a girl without noble birth or a husband's status could now stand above others entirely on her own? Ren Yugang felt uneasy about such changes, but as a beneficiary, he didn't want to oppose them.

"However, Chairman Chen is keen on edification and devoted to education. The words he uses are science and democracy," Feng Xu continued to explain. "Learning science, understanding science, using science—this is in line with the trend of the times. As educators, let's just get these things done first."

"What about democracy?" Ren Yugang asked.

"Democracy depends on whether it's democracy within the ruling class or democracy for the whole of China. In my view, Chairman Chen will absolutely not engage in electoral democracy. The Constitution clearly states that since the People's Party leads China, the People's Party naturally holds sway over the world. Look at Chairman Chen's discourse on the dictatorship of the proletariat; his description of the proletariat follows the standards of the 'gentleman' entirely." Feng Xu's voice sounded quite relieved as he said this. Although Chen Ke only claimed to be half a disciple of Xunzi—and even if Xunzi had little status in the Qing Dynasty—Xunzi was still a self-proclaimed Confucian. Most importantly, Chen Ke had not expressed any intention to completely overthrow Confucianism, which made Feng Xu feel fortunate.

When Ren Yugang first saw Chen Ke's discourse on the proletariat, he had the same feeling as Feng Xu. But when he wrote privately to his daughter, Ren Qiying, the answer he received surprised him. Hearing Feng Xu's evaluation, Ren Yugang felt Feng Xu was being a bit presumptive. Organizing his thoughts, he said, "A gentleman certainly has the sentiment of 'the world is for the public,' but Chairman Chen specifically emphasized that the social background of the proletarian dictatorship in the new era is socialized large-scale production, which emphasizes social equality. Without this social equality, wouldn't it just be the same old Confucianism? I think using 'gentleman' to describe the proletariat might not be quite right."

Feng Xu unhurriedly stated his view. "We talk about 'essence and utility' (*ti yong*). Although Confucianism originated from Confucius, since the Qin Dynasty, if the feudal lords could still contend with the Son of Heaven, it would be a chaotic time. So, who holds power is the 'essence.' But the key to our Confucianism is the 'utility.' Whether it's the principles or things of this world, if they are useless, they wouldn't last two days, let alone two thousand years. Chairman Chen speaks of social change, which is the correct principle. My mentor once said that if one treats the *Analects* merely as abstract principles, it's better not to read them at all. The *Analects* speak of useful matters. Later corrupt scholars only recognized a few characters, read a few books, and could write a name tablet, so they held up that tablet and called themselves disciples of Confucius. The difficulties of our Confucianism all stem from this."

Although Ren Yugang had read Confucian books, his teacher was just an ordinary *xiucai*. Compared to a figure like Feng Xu, his level of education was far inferior.

"Mr. Feng, where do you think Chairman Chen's 'utility' is applied?"

"Yugang, the ruling class and the rulers are quite different. Rulers come from the ruling class, but not everyone in the ruling class can become a ruler. Throughout history, there have been many who could be called 'gentlemen,' but most of them couldn't hold office—just like you, Yugang, who could be an official but doesn't want to be. Chairman Chen is still young; he hopes that all the people of the world can become the ruling class, or at least all the laboring people. After all, it's a republic now; Chairman Chen will not be emperor and has no selfish interest for one family or name. From the perspective of the public interest, this is the correct principle. I believe Chairman Chen hopes to use this era of great change to transform the world."

Ren Yugang had already admired Feng Xu, and now he admired him even more. If the era hadn't changed, the Ren family wouldn't have seen such a big shift. Many people in this era of intense change saw unfamiliar phenomena and felt great unease. Only those who can understand the world can see the opportunities contained within. This might be the perspective possessed only by the ruling class.

"Then, does Mr. Feng intend to revive Confucianism in this era?" Ren Yugang asked.

"That's impossible," Feng Xu answered cleanly. "What Chairman Chen is doing now is holding up the views he advocates. If I tried to revive Confucianism... haha, wouldn't that be like a mantis trying to stop a chariot?"

Ren Yugang was deeply moved by Feng Xu's words. If Feng Xu truly had the ambition to "revive Confucianism," Ren Yugang would certainly not be so foolish as to join him; he was determined to draw a clear line.

"Since Confucius, Confucianism has never been the 'essence'; whenever Confucianism gained power, it was always through this word 'utility.' Yugang, if we hold Confucianism in our hearts, we should explain its utility thoroughly. Since Confucius, Confucianism has served the ruling class; now, we naturally must continue to serve the ruling class. This is what Chairman Chen calls 'class consciousness,' isn't it?"

Hearing Feng Xu's words, Ren Yugang was dumbfounded. These were truly honest words, the kind only someone who had truly read the books of the ancient sages could say. But if these words were heard by corrupt scholars, they would certainly be denounced as heresy.

"I have a plan. Chairman Chen wrote a book called *Chinese Cultural Inheritance and the Rise of Materialism*, but there are many textual errors in it, and most of the examples cited are far-fetched. I have no interest in being an official; if you don't mind, Yugang, how about we revise this book together?" Feng Xu asked.

The voice wasn't loud, but in Ren Yugang's ears, it sounded like a thunderclap. A single book can leave a name for eternity. Chen Ke's fame back then started with this book. Feng Xu was already the editor of the *Xinhua Dictionary*. From the current situation, it was only a matter of time before the People's Party took over the world. Feng Xu could leave his name to posterity simply by being the editor of the first edition of the *Xinhua Dictionary*. If he could also revise Chen Ke's *Chinese Cultural Inheritance and the Rise of Materialism*, his feelings for and evaluation of Confucianism would certainly be widely circulated through this book.

Of course, there was risk in doing so. Confucianism's greatest skill was "Spring and Autumn brushwork," and it was impossible for Feng Xu not to add his own ideas to the book. Whether it was written well or whether it praised Chen Ke was secondary. If Chen Ke thought there was even the slightest idea in the book that went against his original intention, Feng Xu's end would be more than just "miserable."

The Qing Dynasty had officially perished this year. The history of the Qing was a history of literary inquisitions. The *History of the Ming* case in the early Qing, later cases like Fang Jing, and the great literary inquisitions during the Qianlong period, where families were wiped out at the drop of a hat—this bloody history was a warning. Feng Xu was 69 this year, 71 by the lunar calendar. He certainly wasn't afraid of death, and Ren Yugang himself didn't care much about it. But what he cared about was the fate of his family and the future of his daughter.

He wanted to refuse, but Ren Yugang couldn't bring himself to say it. The temptation to write a book, especially one based on Chen Ke's prestige, was so great that the thought of facing life or death couldn't entirely dispel it.

While he was torn, he heard Feng Xu say, "I will write a letter to Chairman Chen specifically to ask about this. If he agrees, we'll start writing. If he doesn't, since the book was written by Chairman Chen, it wouldn't be appropriate for us to revise it ourselves."

"That would be best!" Ren Yugang immediately replied. The weather was hot, and Ren Yugang found his back completely soaked, with sweat pouring uncontrollably from his forehead, neck, and every pore.

When Chen Ke received this letter, he was discussing the specific content of this Great Rectification with his comrades. Rectification was not lecturing; any organization has its own organizational credibility. The process of establishing credibility relies entirely on doing things; lecturing is a complete consumption of organizational credibility. The more lecturing, the lower the credibility. As the 21st-century joke goes: "If an apology was enough, what would we need the police for?"

After receiving Feng Xu's letter, Chen Ke didn't understand what Feng Xu was trying to do. "All writing is a form of copying." Chen Ke's book was originally based on the knowledge he had learned in his original time, but in this era, Chen Ke was the first to write from a brand-new perspective on Chinese history, which made people find it refreshing. As for the specific content of the book, it didn't quite match the praise it received.

But this was by no means a simple question of "can I adapt the work." Once this really started, many things would be out of Chen Ke's control. Since this wasn't Chen Ke's private affair, he could only bring it up for everyone to discuss.

The comrades' opinions were surprisingly consistent: "This must not happen."

"Chairman Chen, at this time, your thoughts haven't yet theoretically become the Party's thoughts. Feng Xu's approach is like setting up a separate household," Shang Yuan answered decisively.

Seeing Chen Ke's slightly hesitant expression, Shang Yuan continued to persuade: "You are the Chairman of the People's Party; your book is the book of our People's Party. No matter how many flaws are in it, it's not something Feng Xu has the qualifications to revise."

"But freedom of speech is in the Constitution, and Feng Xu has his own freedom of speech. If he really revises it privately, we not only cannot stop him from doing so, but we also have to guarantee Feng Xu's individual rights are not infringed upon within the scope of the Constitution," Chen Ke replied. In terms of freedom of speech, Chen Ke himself was absolutely supportive. Of course, Chen Ke's support was quite different from that of the later "elites." Chen Ke believed that free speech was indeed an inalienable power, but this power did not have the status to freely override the law. For example, in a country like America, you can say the wrong thing, but after saying it, you have to go to jail. The Constitution guarantees the power to allow people to speak freely, and this power applies during the period of speaking freely. Once the speaking is done, the guarantee of freedom of speech ends. What follows has nothing to do with freedom of speech.

In Europe, promoting Nazi ideas is illegal. But to determine whether it's illegal, the facts must first be clear. If a person shouts "Long live Little Mustache" or "Long live the Third Reich" in their heart, this absolutely cannot be used as evidence of a crime. Only after they have actually expressed the speech can they be convicted. And the act of expressing speech itself should be protected by "freedom of speech."

Chen Ke looked down on the "elites" because they didn't have the courage to take responsibility for their actions. The education Chen Ke had received since childhood contained elements of liberalism. In his youth, Chen Ke was also a "chuunibyou" youth who "resented heaven, earth, and the air, and after resenting the Soviet revisionists, resenting the American imperialists." One thing that left a deep impression on him then was about "moral integrity."

"If you've done something unpardonable, then don't ever beg for forgiveness. Before doing such a thing, you should know that you'll be hacked into a thousand pieces afterward. Don't harbor resentment when you're under the knife. To put it bluntly, that's called being a 'stone in a latrine, both smelly and hard.' To put it nicely, 'seeking benevolence and gaining it—how delightful!' As long as you can show that moral integrity, even if others curse you, I'll still consider you my son," Chen Ke remembered his mother saying in a hard-to-describe tone.

It was precisely because he took these words, full of liberal thought, to heart that Chen Ke found himself with a true fear of the law. From then on, he never had the courage to challenge law and order. Because when he examined his own heart, Chen Ke knew very well that he hadn't made any plans to accept legal punishment, let alone had the courage to accept it. Even if New China didn't have torture, the various punishments from detention to the death penalty were not just for show. During the era of "striking hard," there were more than a couple of examples where people lost their lives for robbing just a few cents.

Shang Yuan didn't know Chen Ke's experience, let alone his thinking. He felt quite puzzled that Chen Ke was actually talking about the law at this time. "Chairman Chen, this has nothing to do with the law. This is a political issue."

"This is not a political issue; this is a legal issue," Xu Dian, the President of the Supreme Procuratorate, immediately stood up. "What does Feng Xu wanting to revise Chairman Chen's book have to do with politics? If some people are sycophantic and insist on treating this revision as Chairman Chen's will, it only shows that such people are sycophants by nature. They've never stopped looking for such opportunities."

"You!" Shang Yuan knew he couldn't compete with Xu Dian in legal debate, and when mentioning freedom of speech, he couldn't say the base area's Constitution was wrong. "Fine, then let's not mention political issues; it's better to avoid unnecessary trouble."

"Avoiding unnecessary trouble is a matter of administrative cost," Xu Yuanshan took over the topic. "New policies also require costs, and given the fixed total amount of administrative investment, we all hope these investments can be used most effectively. This matter could very likely lead to a situation where administration must be used. Whether using administrative costs in this area achieves reasonable resource allocation is the issue at hand."

This explanation effectively convinced Chen Ke. If a momentary impulse caused a waste of administrative costs, Chen Ke would absolutely not do such a thing. "I'll write back and tell him I don't support this at this stage."

Chen Ke had truly underestimated Feng Xu. Feng Xu wrote back very quickly. Currently, Feng Xu had a title: Director of the Cultural and Historical Office. In other words, those captured Qing officials who had people's blood on their hands were, needless to say, executed after public trials. But there were also many who had no blood debt, or although they had participated in some suppression, it wasn't their personal will but purely administrative affairs. They couldn't simply be killed.

But they couldn't let these people do nothing and just eat. So a Cultural and Historical Office was organized to temporarily have them translate local historical materials from Classical Chinese into vernacular Chinese.

Feng Xu held such a position. He requested that the Cultural and Historical Office department revise the erroneously cited content in Chen Ke's book.

This couldn't be simply denied. There were indeed many errors in Chen Ke's book. And the Cultural and Historical Office relied on this for their living; there were quite a few figures in that group with excellent writing skills and scholarship.

"At most, they'll call me ignorant or poorly learned for making things up. Seeing how they curse us is also a form of learning. I think we should just let them do it," Chen Ke said to the comrades.

Since Chen Ke himself didn't care about being cursed, the comrades stopped refusing. After all, there were too many things that needed more attention at the moment.
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Ji Ye never expected to see Li Shouxian again, let alone become classmates in the People's Party's cadre school. Three years had passed in the blink of an eye since they parted in Guangde County. In 1908, Ji Ye was just a 17-year-old girl who had just joined the Guangfu Society, her heart set on avenging her brother. Now, she was a senior cadre of the society.

Tao Chengzhang had learned that the People's Party was starting a new round of cadre training. Chen Ke was dizzy with work, so Tao didn't disturb him too much. After asking for 500 rifles and corresponding ammunition, Tao Chengzhang again stated that if the People's Party needed help in the war against the "foreign devils," they must notify the Guangfu Society.

Not long after Tao Chengzhang returned, Xu Xilin sent someone to ask if comrades from the Guangfu Society could attend the cadre study sessions. Chen Ke didn't care much about this; the education on class struggle within the People's Party was not yet complete, and a few more students wouldn't make the situation worse. Thus, a group of young comrades from Xu Xilin's faction in the Guangfu Society, including Ji Ye, arrived in Xuzhou.

Ji Ye didn't know what tone to use when speaking to Li Shouxian. Finally, she chose a most ordinary greeting: "Brother Li, long time no see."

"Comrade Ji Ye, hello." Li Shouxian's attitude seemed unchanged from three years ago. Facing an old acquaintance, he politely replied, "Also, just call me Comrade Li Shouxian. We don't have 'Brother Li' or 'Brother Zhang' here."

"Oh, Li... Comrade Li Shouxian, when I was in Changxing County, many of the things you said came in handy. Thank you!" Ji Ye said earnestly.

Zhejiang currently had three forces. The largest was the Beiyang Army, which occupied most of the province. The Guangfu Society headquarters, led by Cai Yuanpei and Tao Chengzhang, occupied southern Zhejiang and had some influence in neighboring Fujian. The third force was Xu Xilin's group, based in Changxing County, occupying three counties in western Zhejiang.

The Guangfu Society had deep ties with the People's Party, and Xu Xilin had known Chen Ke the longest. Ji Ye knew that not only did the Beiyang Army consider the Guangfu Society a branch of the People's Party, but even within the society itself, many believed Xu Xilin's group had already joined the People's Party.

Xu Xilin didn't care about such evaluations, nor did the comrades within his group. They were originally the most daring and capable fighters in the Guangfu Society. After being severely wounded during the attack on Nanjing, they were taken back to the base areas by the People's Party for treatment. At that time, Xu Xilin had his comrades learn from the People's Party about local affairs and base area construction. After they recovered and received education, Xu Xilin led his troops to Changxing County, adjacent to the People's Party base areas, to establish their own base.

Ji Ye and others quickly became cadres in Changxing. The county had a strong tradition of silk and tea production. Xu Xilin's group, following the People's Party's lead, soon gained significant profits. Especially after the People's Party's silk and tea trade severely impacted competitors in Jiangsu and Zhejiang, Xu Xilin's group decisively reached contracts with the People's Party, not only avoiding the impact but fully utilizing the disruption to expand their influence into two neighboring counties.

Xu Xilin only received news long after the People's Party's Wuhan Party School session ended. When news of this training session reached him, he naturally wouldn't let it pass.

"No need for thanks. It's good that they're useful; it shows you've been studying seriously," Li Shouxian said politely. "I still need to register. Let's talk again when there's a chance."

Ji Ye couldn't force him to stay, so she said, "Oh, then goodbye, Comrade Li Shouxian."

As soon as Li Shouxian left, several female cadres from the Guangfu Society, who had been unable to contain themselves, swarmed around Ji Ye, chirping, "Is this the Captain Li you always mention?"

"Wasn't he the mayor of Wuhu City? Why is he here to study too?"

"It's not Captain Li, it's 'Brother Li,' right?"

Being surrounded like this, Ji Ye felt embarrassed. "What are you all talking about!"

"You said it, not us," said He Xiuning, a female cadre of the Guangfu Society, smiling. "What's there to be embarrassed about? I think Comrade Li Shouxian is quite good."

Because the wives of Tao Chengzhang and others had joined the Guangfu Society, and because of female revolutionaries like Qiu Jin, there were many women in the society. Xu Xilin's western Zhejiang group followed the People's Party's charter in their system, strongly encouraging women to participate in social labor. A significant number of women had already taken up leadership positions. Among the hundred Guangfu Society cadres who came to study, forty percent were women.

"If you keep this up, I'll get angry!" Ji Ye furrowed her brow.

Seeing Ji Ye was truly angry, He Xiuning smiled. "Alright, alright, we won't say it anymore!"

Just as Ji Ye turned around, she heard someone behind her pinching their throat and imitating her voice: "Brother Li!"

In unison, all the female cadres giggled.

"What are you all doing in the school?" a man shouted in Hubei-accented Mandarin.

Ji Ye, about to flare up at her companions, froze. Two cadres wearing armbands strode over. These were comrades responsible for disciplinary inspection. Noise and shouting were not allowed in the school—a rule emphasized during enrollment. However, the two inspectors clearly didn't know how to handle a group of women. They stopped about ten paces away, exchanged glances, and then shouted, "Hurry back to your dorms!"

The female cadres didn't know how to respond and, hearing this, scattered like birds back to the forest.

"What should we do next time we encounter this?" the Hubei inspector felt that simply dispersing them wasn't a solution. There were many female cadres not just from the Guangfu Society but also within the People's Party.

The other inspector, speaking Jiangxi-accented Mandarin, replied, "Then let's increase the number of female comrades on patrol in the inspection team." There were female inspectors, but the male comrades hadn't assigned them much patrol duty. Now, it seemed inappropriate.

Huaihai Province was the newest base area, and it was lacking in both the number and construction of cadres. This was why Chen Ke held the training here. Another reason was that traveling ten thousand miles is better than reading ten thousand books. Socialized large-scale production is first built on a sufficient understanding of society as a whole. Chen Ke felt one of his advantages was having visited so many places to see friends. A person whose activities are confined within a hundred *li* of their home doesn't easily grasp such concepts.

The Twenty-Five Thousand *Li* Long March was able to forge a powerful army not only because the force endured so much hardship but also because the long journey opened their eyes. It allowed these predecessors to walk the great land on their own legs. This vision alone was something ordinary people couldn't achieve.

Now, it seemed unlikely that the People's Party would face the same cruel historical situation as the historical Party, so broadening the comrades' vision and letting them see the full picture of China was a crucial step.

The information the Guangfu Society female cadres had on Li Shouxian was outdated. Li Shouxian had already been promoted from Mayor of Wuhu to Secretary of the Wuhu Municipal Party Committee, the true top leader of the Wuhu region. Li Shouxian had long forgotten about Ji Ye. Although he remembered her upon meeting, the reason he didn't want to say much was not to avoid her but because he was in a hurry to attend a policy discussion. Li Shouxian had made up his mind to have a good argument with Xu Yuanshan at this meeting.

When he entered the meeting room, the large conference table made of five tables was already full, with only two or three seats left. Li Shouxian's target, Xu Yuanshan, had already arrived.

As soon as he sat down, Li Shouxian said, "Comrade Xu Yuanshan, I want to ask you what exactly you meant yesterday by saying we should allow the existence of the private sector."

This was a sharp topic. Xu Yuanshan's boldness had far exceeded the expectations of many comrades. He dared to publicly propose a suggestion about the People's Party incorporating the private sector into the social management system.

In the recent work of the People's Party in the Wuhu area, the conflict between state-owned and private enterprises was intense. Li Shouxian was very concerned about this.

Facing Li Shouxian's seemingly aggressive question, Xu Yuanshan didn't know what Li Shouxian wanted to say. He replied, "We should allow some private enterprises to exist, and in some industries, we should also allow them. For example, the catering industry."

"Catering isn't an issue in the core areas. In the entire industrial chain, catering is just a terminal industry. I want to ask about your view on the existence of private enterprises in the overall industrial structure," Li Shouxian immediately replied. He came prepared and wouldn't let Xu Yuanshan brush him off.

"In the entire industrial chain, we naturally cannot give up basic industries. I insist that in the whole industry, unless absolutely necessary, we should not open up any industry," Xu Yuanshan replied.

"Is that so?" Li Shouxian furrowed his brow.

This confused the comrades. Li Shouxian had seemed aggressive at first, as if he intended to launch a fierce attack on Xu Yuanshan. Unexpectedly, after a simple explanation of the key issue, Li Shouxian seemed to be backing down.

"Comrade Li Shouxian, what is this about?" asked Shang Yuan, who was attending. He knew Li Shouxian was highly valued by Chen Ke, which was why he was assigned to Wuhu. Wuhu's own resources were already considerable, and the People's Party had opened many new factories there. In the areas downstream of Wuhu along the Yangtze, a significant portion of silk cocoons were reeled in Wuhu, and raw silk was woven into silk fabric there. Not to mention that the People's Party had built the Ma'anshan iron mine almost simultaneously with the Zaozhuang iron mine, giving the Wuhu area true heavy industry. Many comrades who had been to Wuhu said that in terms of current prosperity, Wuhu was probably second only to Wuhan in the People's Party base areas.

For a cadre in charge of such a prime area to be so agitated was not a matter of momentary impulse.

Li Shouxian steadied himself and said, "In Wuhu, they call me 'King Yama Li.' As you know, Wuhu is a rice market. In the past two years, private rice processing enterprises have gone bankrupt one after another in competition with our People's Party. Recently, someone even offered two thousand taels for my head."

It wasn't surprising for private enterprises to go bankrupt in competition with the People's Party's state-owned enterprises. Many comrades didn't sympathize with these bankrupt businesses; instead, they felt a sense of pride. But for someone to dare offer money to hire an assassin, the merchants in Wuhu must be very bold.

Li Shouxian didn't intend to discuss the attempted assassination. He began to describe the current problems.

The formation of a "rice market" required two factors: first, being centrally located in a rice-producing area with wide sources for easy concentration; second, convenient transport with developed water and land traffic. In ancient times, water transport was particularly emphasized. Regarding the identification of the "Four Great Rice Markets," there have long been two versions. Aside from Jiujiang in Jiangxi, Wuhu in Anhui, and Wuxi in Jiangsu, the controversial ones were Changsha in Hunan and Shashi in Hubei. With the People's Party's current base areas, if counted as the Five Great Rice Markets, they already possessed three: Wuhu, Jiujiang, and Shashi.

Another element of becoming a rice market was rice processing. Husking rice required specialized equipment. The rise of the Wuhu rice market was a recent occurrence.

"In the eighth year of Guangxu of the late Qing, Lord Li Wenzhong (Li Hongzhang's posthumous title) requested permission to move the grain market from Zhenjiang's Qihaokou to here." It was a fact that Li Hongzhang fostered the rice market, but the actual operator was Zhang Qiaoye (Zhang Yinhuan). During the Tongzhi era, he met Li Hanzhang (Hongzhang's brother), the Grain Intendant of Guangdong. In 1882, Li Hanzhang was the Governor-General of Huguang, Li Hongzhang was the Governor-General of Zhili and Minister of Beiyang, and Zhang Yinhuan was the Customs Tao-tai of Wuhu. Li Hanzhang urged Zhang Yinhuan to come forward and, under the banner of prospering Wuhu's commercial port, suggest to Li Hongzhang to rely on the court's power to order the Zhenjiang rice market to move to Wuhu. Li Hongzhang advocated that letting the rice merchants move voluntarily was the best policy. As a result of the discussion, specific preferential measures were set, making it profitable for rice merchants so they would move voluntarily for profit. Zhang Yinhuan personally went to Zhenjiang, using ties of shared origin to build relationships, and promised the Guangdong and Chaoshan rice gangs: the Wuhu Customs Tao-tai would issue exclusive rice industry licenses with agency monopolies in Wuhu; grain packaging costs would be paid by the seller; and foreign steamer freight wouldn't be increased—the cost from Wuhu to Shanghai would still be calculated based on the Zhenjiang-to-Shanghai rate. Sure enough, the Guangdong and Chaoshan rice gangs flocked to Wuhu to invest and open rice shops. Following them were more than 20 shops from Nanjing and Yantai gangs. The four great rice gangs were the backbone, prompting the rise of the rice market where "rice piled like mountains and sold like rivers."

The Wuhu area not only produced large quantities of rice but also made rice processing its main industry. The People's Party attached extreme importance to industry. While private rice processing enterprises had to buy equipment, the People's Party produced its own. After land reform, to stabilize grain prices in the base areas, the People's Party not only built state-owned farms on a large scale but also implemented the policy of unified purchase and marketing in several major grain-producing areas. Wuhu was naturally one of these areas.

The direct result of this series of policies and their execution was the comprehensive bankruptcy of private rice processing enterprises in Wuhu. The People's Party hadn't targeted them when formulating policies; it had simply ignored their interests. During execution, it hadn't deliberately made things difficult for them. But now, in a time of war, the People's Party occupied a significant section of the Yangtze, and grain merchants from other places didn't dare risk coming here. From 1900 to 1911 in the late Qing, natural disasters were frequent, and shipping grain to disaster areas was a highly profitable business. Who would come to Wuhu to take risks?

Local rice was entirely controlled by the People's Party, and rice from elsewhere wasn't shipped to Wuhu. With the People's Party's own grain processing enterprises being sufficient in number, private rice processing enterprises had no choice but to go bankrupt.

Most of the comrades knew Wuhu was developing well, but this was the first time they heard a real case of the development process. The southern part of Huaihai Province was a plain with much land, and in policy formulation, it was designated as a major grain-producing province. After listening to Li Shouxian's narration, Shang Yuan couldn't help but ask, "It's imaginable for grain merchants to speculate, but won't they ship even a bit of grain into the base areas?"

"Of course they won't. Our grain policy has fixed prices, and grain is the basis for pricing the People's Currency issued in our base areas," Li Shouxian replied, having clearly put a lot of effort into researching these issues.

The base area vigorously promoted household registers and grain booklets, not because Chen Ke had an unusual obsession with ID cards. Complete household management meant the People's Party could roughly estimate the basic grain supply needed. This ensured that even in extreme disaster years, the people in the base area wouldn't be unable to buy grain. Thus, the grain price was fixed at twenty-five cents per *jin* of rice.

With fifty cents, one could buy two *jin* of rice. For a family of four, this could maintain basic survival. This was also the fiscal basis for the stable issuance of the base area's currency. But this price was relatively low compared to other areas, and after fixing this price, grain merchants had no opportunity to buy low and sell high in the base area. No grain merchant was willing to come to the base area for such business.

"Then Comrade Li Shouxian, what is your view on the existence of private enterprises?" Xu Yuanshan asked. Opposite to before, Li Shouxian was now the one being questioned.

"The conflict is very sharp. It's not just the large private rice processing enterprises in Wuhu that are going bankrupt. Now, various handicraft workshops and small workshops in the base area are showing a trend of comprehensive bankruptcy," Li Shouxian replied coldly.

This time, no comrade showed a look of pride. Li Shouxian was right; within the People's Party's current base areas, the bankruptcy of private enterprises, or private workshops, was a very common phenomenon. This truly wasn't the People's Party intending to target anyone; everyone now saw quite clearly that since the completion of land reform, the bankruptcy of these small workshops was a foregone conclusion. Unless the policy changed, those workshops still struggling would not last until next year.

No one expected that many workshops that had stubbornly survived for decades or even centuries would face such complete destruction in just a few years.

"We don't stand on the side of the propertied class. There's nothing that can be done about their bankruptcy," Xu Yuanshan replied. But his voice didn't have a tone of schadenfreude. It was a kind of true helplessness.

"The one who offered money for my head was a rice factory owner in Wuhu. He's a good man. He hadn't done anything heinous before this. He did it because he truly felt our People's Party was too domineering and truly hated me. After his arrest, he even had a mentality of 'acting on behalf of heaven,'" Li Shouxian's voice held a considerable degree of regret.
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"I don't doubt the revolution at all, but where exactly is it leading us? What kind of situation will we go through in between? I really hope to understand this." Li Shouxian raised a very sharp question.

"Do you think private enterprises shouldn't be going bankrupt on such a large scale?" Xu Yuanshan's voice was full of surprise. There was no doubt that People's Party members didn't care about the life or death of private enterprises. As a representative of the young cadres among the People's Party's middle-level cadres who were recognized as being favored by Chen Ke, Xu Yuanshan was quite surprised by the question Li Shouxian raised.

"I think we didn't consider this in our previous predictions. This is a lack of thorough consideration, not a question of whether they should go bankrupt," Li Shouxian replied.

Thorough consideration was expected, and the cadres present had no particular objections. But Chen Ke was currently leading the People's Party's work, and so far, Chen Ke's decisions hadn't caused any deviations beyond the control of the overall situation, so Li Shouxian's question seemed a bit "foolish."

Xu Yuanshan already somewhat understood why Li Shouxian had come to ask him. Xu Yuanshan's proposal to "allow private enterprises to intervene in certain industries" made him quite an "outlier" within the People's Party. But this didn't mean Xu Yuanshan actually intended to foster private enterprises; rather, he felt that in the case of pursuing maximum efficiency, relying entirely on the People's Party itself to support all industries would be too costly administratively. In his heart, Xu Yuanshan didn't care about the life or death of private enterprises at all. When private enterprises were needed to participate in labor, it was enough for them to exist; ordinarily, they should have nothing to do with the People's Party.

He was about to speak when Chen Ke strolled into the meeting room. Everyone stopped talking, and amidst the rumbling of chairs, the comrades all stood up.

"Sit down, everyone." Chen Ke waved his hand. After everyone was seated, Chen Ke looked at everyone's unusual expressions and smiled. "It seems I've missed something."

Shang Yuan briefly introduced what they had been discussing. At the end, he said, "Chairman Chen, many comrades say this bankruptcy is a universal phenomenon. And the bankrupt landlords and gentry seem to have a lot of hatred toward us."

"Seizing someone's path to wealth is worse than killing their parents. Such hatred is quite normal," Chen Ke smiled.

"Chairman Chen, now that things have developed to this stage, I think we must include such matters in our plans," Li Shouxian said. "This contradiction is becoming more and more prominent."

"The bankruptcy of the private economy is very normal according to the laws of economic operation," Chen Ke said. "Let me ask a question first: why are they going bankrupt?"

A comrade immediately replied, "Chairman Chen, just tell us directly. Too much discussion easily leads to confusion."

"Easily confused. Hehe." Chen Ke gave a few dry laughs. "Alright, I'll tell you."

Most current private enterprises were in the grain processing industry—mills and oil processing were the main forces of these private workshops. The People's Party's control over grain production directly cut off their source of raw materials. Coupled with the cooperatives setting up similar factories, the bankruptcy of these workshops was not surprising at all.

After explaining the reasoning simply, Chen Ke continued, "Let me be clear, when the general policy direction was formulated, there was indeed no consideration targeted specifically at these private enterprises. There is another very important reason for their bankruptcy: our People's Party has distorted supply and demand."

Historically, Stalin's economic policies, the early period of the new China, and the capitalist system of free competition after the Great Depression all encountered problems that couldn't be solved without "distorting supply and demand" as one of the most basic policies. To use a more elegant term, it could also be called "industry nurturing agriculture."

If it were purely for profit, the price of industrial goods would be ridiculously high. For example, when Chen Ke was in school, political textbooks often talked about the "unequal exchange between agricultural and industrial products." Latin American countries exported several tons of bananas in exchange for one semiconductor radio. Later, as Chinese industrial goods conquered the world, this saying gradually disappeared in China. A new saying that arose was: "Foreign capital squeezes money out of China by manipulating the prices of bulk commodities." The price hikes of iron ore by companies like Vale of Brazil and Rio Tinto of Australia became examples of capitalists plundering China's wealth.

The core of "industry nurturing agriculture" is to suppress the price of production tools produced by heavy industrialization and expand the scope of sales almost regardless of cost. In the short term, this rapidly reduces costs in the production field and quickly improves production efficiency. Those who can provide heavy industry investment are undoubtedly only the state-owned enterprises under the government. For example, in the base area, the government led by the People's Party unhesitatingly undertook this task.

In the base area, the price of iron farm tools was less than twenty percent of the price outside. According to normal trade patterns, consumers "get it at the highest price." But the base area could forgo visible profits to prioritize ensuring that the masses could buy and use these iron farm tools. This was a standard case of distorting supply and demand.

"Private enterprises are clearly not within the scope of our 'care' regarding distorted supply and demand, so naturally they cannot survive," Chen Ke concluded.

"So how long will this policy of distorting supply and demand last?" Li Shouxian asked, his eyes shining after receiving such a theoretical explanation.

"The ideal state is like this: with the development of productive forces, production costs drop rapidly, and the final market sales price is already the same as the distorted price. At that time, prices can be completely freed, and private enterprises and state-owned enterprises can all compete freely together," Chen Ke replied.

"How long will that take?"

"What kind of process must be completed in the middle?"

Almost at the same time, Xu Yuanshan and Li Shouxian asked.

These two questions greatly reflected the personal qualities of the questioners. Chen Ke didn't rush to answer but carefully looked at the two comrades. Xu Yuanshan, after all, was no ordinary person; at Chen Ke's pause, he already knew he had spoken wrongly and immediately corrected himself, "What kind of process must be completed in the middle?"

Shang Yuan admired this in his heart. Xu Yuanshan had always been in the logistics department, so it was normal that his vision couldn't compete with Li Shouxian's, but Xu Yuanshan was by no means stubborn. His eagerness to correct his mistakes and improve was already remarkable. Scanning the other comrades, some showed approval of Xu Yuanshan, while others had mocking expressions. Still others didn't understand what had happened at all.

Be generous toward others and strict with oneself—this was the style the People's Party had always promoted. But this attitude itself was a reflection of one's own qualities. Xu Yuanshan didn't feel that correcting himself was disgraceful because he simply didn't think that saying the wrong thing had anything to do with "face" or "shame." Therefore, while Li Shouxian, with his extremely upright attitude, was very worthy of high regard, Xu Yuanshan, with his equally upright attitude despite his lack of understanding, was also a promising talent. But as for those comrades who showed approval or mockery, their qualities were worth considering.

Thinking of this, Shang Yuan suddenly realized that if he hadn't had a good teacher, and if his teacher hadn't given him a sharp scolding at a critical moment, he probably wouldn't have realized these things at all. He felt a wave of lingering fear. Teacher Li Hongqi's teachings resurfaced in his mind: "See the darkness within yourself, find the way to overcome the tyranny, cruelty, and shamelessness in your heart. Just be a true laborer and live honestly. Then tyranny changes into courage, cruelty into determination, and shamelessness into humility."

During this moment of distraction, Shang Yuan missed a significant part of the discussion. By the time he came back to his senses, the topic had shifted to "the relationship between labor accumulation and private enterprise bankruptcy."

"Comrades, currently two situations exist simultaneously for rural labor in China. First, labor is expensive. Second, labor is cheap. Besides having their own land, ordinary people also need to learn a craft. During busy farming seasons, they naturally plow the fields, and during slack seasons, they earn money through their craft. This kind of skilled labor falls into the category of expensive labor. After all, the scope of production in the countryside is narrow, with only a few types. In my hometown, we like to say, 'the wise eat by their wits, the unwise eat by their strength.' And those who eat by their wits generally belong to the more expensive labor force. In this regard, they have also been greatly affected by the distortion of supply and demand."

In terms of technical content, the industrial system the People's Party was currently working hard to build was undoubtedly the system with the highest "concentration of intelligence" in China. This system was also constantly spreading within the base area. Now every county had its own ceramic factory, so daily-use bowls and chopsticks were no problem at all. Since enamel bowls began to be sold, they were even constantly squeezing the traditional food container market. State-owned enterprises had the technology, capital, and market. If traditional workshops could survive the competition from such enterprises, that would be truly strange.

"As for cheap labor, such as women, the elderly, and of course, some child laborers—the base area also provides great employment opportunities. Animal husbandry goes without saying. During the annual silk production period, those with strength go to carry loads, those without strength but with patience go to take care of the silkworms, and those lacking both strength and patience but willing to learn can work in the mulberry orchards. So labor that was originally extremely cheap, or even completely unsellable, can now earn wages through labor. And these wages are even quite significant..." Chen Ke talked eloquently. The comrades smiled as they matched his words with the work they were responsible for.

"This large-scale acquisition of cheap labor is also one of the major reasons for the bankruptcy of workshops." Chen Ke's conclusion made everyone surprised again.

"Private workshops, in the final analysis, are meant to make money. Using apprenticeship to teach a craft as an excuse, these workshops compress the cost of wages to the limit. But our large-scale acquisition of cheap labor has led to a general rise in labor prices. The result is that private workshops have encountered a labor supply shortage. They naturally cannot continue."

In recent years, there had indeed been such problems in the base area. The masses were working hard for themselves, which directly resulted in many projects that previously only needed to provide some food to recruit many people now becoming very difficult to find labor for. Even those who did participate were old men and women who came more to get a bite of food and save some for their families than to actually participate in labor. The government was truly the great savior of the people; without the government, how many more people would have died in various disasters, and how many more would have been ruined? Even so, when people could seek interests for themselves, they naturally pushed the government aside. If they treated the government this way, they naturally treated private enterprises even more so.

This time, there were no smiles on the comrades' faces. Everything in the base area was created by labor. If there wasn't enough labor invested in production in the public sphere, forget everything else—just the recently massive basic water conservancy construction work wouldn't be completed on time.

"After the first census, I said that we would face a period of extreme labor shortage. With a population of over sixty million in the base area, to build an industrialized base, we will face a difficult situation that requires us People's Party members to be the first to put in great effort," Chen Ke said.

In the silence, there were a few scattered rounds of applause, but it didn't lead to enthusiastic clapping from all the comrades. Chen Ke's explanation left the frontline comrades silent.

Chen Ke knew very well that these were situations that had actually occurred in history. When he recalled how he dared to call on the People's Party comrades to put in great effort with him, he realized he himself had to pay a great price first. According to normal labor and compensation, Chen Ke should now be the richest man in the base area. For example, the prize money for each individual Nobel Prize was 150,000 Swedish kronor, which was equivalent to 20 years' salary for a Swedish professor at the time. Because it was a joint award, Chen Ke received half, which was still 10 years' salary for a Swedish professor. This money naturally became capital for purchasing machinery and equipment. As for the various patent and stock income Chen Ke should have received according to foreign laws, it all belonged to the base area's finance.

The only exception was five thousand taels given by Chen Ke's father-in-law, He Ruming, which was He Ying's dowry and a meeting gift for Chen Ke's daughter. Chen Ke felt this money was hard to decide. It wasn't that he cared much about the five thousand taels, but he didn't dare to easily set such a precedent. If gifts from the relatives of the People's Party members had to be handed over, it wasn't a question of whether it was good or bad, but once it became a regulation, it would definitely be the start of many bad things. Finally, after discussion in the Party Committee meeting, the property disclosure system was introduced.

Chen Ke examined his heart; he truly had given everything to the Party. He could be called a saint in financial matters. But the purpose of doing so was only to increase the persuasiveness of his speech. Otherwise, if those below used Chen Ke's actions as a shield, given the current extreme capital shortage in the base area, where would there be so much money to pay wages?

This might be proletarian consciousness? Chen Ke thought. The reason he easily accepted this practice was not because of any special thoughts at the time. Instead, he remembered words he had heard before: "If during the Twenty-Five Thousand *Li* Long March, the leading cadres sat in eight-person sedan chairs, each with a little wife in his arms and an opium pipe in his hand, could they have walked twenty-five *li* of those twenty-five thousand?"

Thinking of this, Chen Ke continued, "Although we've gone off-topic, let me say a few more words at the end. What our People's Party is doing now is lowering the price of expensive labor and raising the price of labor that was originally so cheap it couldn't be sold. The final result might lead to a so-called inversion of physical and mental labor, where those who wield a pen can't earn as much as those who wield a carrying pole. Those who build atomic bombs might have an income lower than those who sell tea eggs. The income of our People's Party comrades might eventually be lower than that of ordinary laborers. This kind of thing might exist for a long time. I didn't carefully deduce the tide of bankruptcy for private workshops back then, but I have deduced this income problem this time. I hope the comrades are mentally prepared for this."

"Haha." This time, quite a few comrades gave dry laughs.

After the discussion, Li Shouxian approached Chen Ke. "Chairman Chen, this tide of bankruptcy will lead to social instability."

"I heard about someone wanting your head. You've worked hard." Chen Ke patted Li Shouxian's shoulder.

"Since this bankruptcy is bound to appear on a large scale, the landlords and gentry we let go before will probably really rebel this time," Li Shouxian said. "How many people did we kill during land reform? This time..."

"Hehe." Chen Ke smiled. The number of people killed by the People's Party in the four provinces during land reform was no less than two hundred thousand. This didn't include regular warfare at all. If the landlords and gentry really rebelled this time, suppression would be a good choice. But Chen Ke wanted to try a more moderate approach for the time being.

"Comrade Li Shouxian, I want to turn Wuhu into an Economic Development Zone. What do you think?"

"Economic Development Zone?" Li Shouxian was very puzzled.
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"Brother Zheng, are you certain Chen Ke is in Xuzhou?" Yuan Keding asked, seemingly casually, as he poured wine for Zheng Wenjie.

Since Yuan Keding insisted on acting as if nothing were out of the ordinary, Zheng Wenjie had no choice but to play along. "I've only heard rumors," he replied in a voice that sounded blurred by drink. It wasn't entirely an act; the drinking session had indeed gone on for a long time, and Zheng Wenjie felt himself becoming quite tipsy.

"Young Master Yuan, if you want to know where Chen Ke is, wouldn't it be more convenient to ask the President? That man's movements are erratic and difficult to pin down," Zheng Wenjie said with a chuckle.

Upon hearing Zheng Wenjie's words, Yuan Keding's expression flickered between shadow and light. Managing to stabilize his emotions with great effort, he replied in a well-disguised, jovial tone, "Ah, my father has always kept public and private matters strictly separate. He wouldn't speak of such things."

"The President has always been a model for us all. He handles matters great and small without flaw," Zheng Wenjie said with a laugh, draining his glass in one gulp.

"The eldest son is also a dragon among men, a favored child of heaven—truly the President's right-hand man." Not only Yuan Keding and Zheng Wenjie were at the table; there were many others. Yuan Keding's retainers had already seized the opportunity to start flattering him.

Though he was smiling, Zheng Wenjie secretly sneered at such assessments. Everyone knew the Yuan family was thriving in numbers, but aside from Yuan Shikai, there wasn't a single person in the clan who could truly hold their own. This was a private consensus within the Beiyang clique.

Yuan Keding was Yuan Shikai's eldest son, thirty-three years old, born to Yuan Shikai's first wife, Madame Yu. Compared to Yuan Shikai's short, stout build and martial appearance, Yuan Keding took more after his mother. He was tall, with a quiet and refined countenance, and could even be called handsome. As the eldest son of the primary wife, his status in the Yuan household was naturally very high. In his younger years, Yuan Shikai had been busy with official duties, only taking several concubines after he achieved success. His second son, Yuan Kewen, was currently only twenty-one—twelve years younger than Yuan Keding.

Yuan Shikai had once held great expectations for Yuan Keding. Although he did not particularly like his primary wife, he took his eldest son everywhere. Whether Yuan Shikai was stationed in Korea, training troops at Xiaozhan, serving as Governor of Shandong, or Governor-General of Zhili, Yuan Keding was never more than a step away.

Zheng Wenjie had joined Yuan Shikai during the late stages of the Xiaozhan troop training and later followed him to Shandong. He and Yuan Keding were quite well-acquainted. However, being well-acquainted did not make them close friends. Zheng Wenjie's attitude toward Yuan Keding was one of "envy" mixed with "contempt."

The envy was natural—envy that Yuan Keding had such an excellent father. Positions that others had to strive desperately for through merit were simply handed to Yuan Keding by his father for the sake of "tempering" him. For military and administrative affairs, the senior officers who served as teachers to the army were also Yuan Keding's instructors.

The contempt stemmed from the fact that Yuan Keding himself had shown none of his father's capabilities. Zheng Wenjie had been reading recently and discovered that the original meaning of the word *buxiao* (unworthy/dissimilar) wasn't that a son was unfilial, but that the son did not resemble his father. The term "unworthy descendant" was a perfectly apt description for Yuan Keding.

It wasn't just the Beiyang people who considered Yuan Keding "unworthy"; Yuan Shikai himself had realized that his eldest son lacked the talent to be a regional commander. Ever since Yuan Shikai began his push for power, he had excluded all members of the Yuan family, including Yuan Keding, from the inner circle of leadership. If one spoke of "separating public and private," Yuan Shikai's actions were still very much admired by the Beiyang cadres.

Hearing Zheng Wenjie's retainers flattering Yuan Keding on how capable and talented he was, and how he was his father's right hand, Zheng Wenjie felt utter disdain. Yet, he maintained a friendly smile and did not engage with the topic. Those attending this banquet were all of the Beiyang younger generation; most, like Zheng Wenjie, did not hold regional command but were the backbone of the middle-ranking officers. Some seemed to have a different view of Yuan Keding than Zheng Wenjie did; they hoped to cling to this great tree in order to become Yuan Shikai's confidants. As soon as Zheng Wenjie's retainers began their praise, they followed suit.

Observing this, Zheng Wenjie began to regret coming. He had thought Yuan Keding's invitation would involve some serious business, never imagining it would merely be an attempt to recruit people over wine and women. In truth, the list of invitees had included figures like Yang Du and Jiang Baili, the young talents Yuan Shikai truly valued. But those men hadn't even shown up. In such a tedious situation, it seemed that declining the invitation had indeed been the smarter choice.

Facing the flattery, Yuan Keding did not show any humility. He said with a grave expression, "Gentlemen, my father has always kept public and private matters separate, never allowing family to interfere in politics. As his son, I naturally follow his selfless devotion to the public good. However, the world is currently unsettled—there are foreigners without and rebels within. My father is struggling to support this Republic, and seeing him toil day and night, my heart as a son is quite anxious."

Zheng Wenjie had been letting the girl beside him pour his wine, but upon hearing this, he withdrew his smile and gently pushed the girl away.

"All of you, out," Yuan Keding said to the hostesses.

"Yes." These girls had seen many such scenes; staying when unwanted would only invite trouble, so they obediently rose and left.

Once only the guests remained in the room, Yuan Keding continued, "Currently, Chen Ke of the People's Party is acting recklessly, attacking Qingdao on his own authority. The Germans are furious and have already threatened several times to declare war on China. My father, as the President of the Republic, naturally takes this responsibility upon himself. That Chen Ke is simply causing harm to others."

No one responded. Whether Chen Ke was causing harm didn't really matter to them. In any case, no one present had the ability to compete with him. If the People's Party army reached the walls of Beijing, none of them believed the Beiyang government would have any chance of victory.

"To catch the bandits, one must first catch their leader. The People's Party was founded by Chen Ke alone. If Chen Ke dies, the People's Party will naturally fall into chaos. We can then join forces with the Great Powers to wipe them out. This would both settle the dispute and stabilize the nation. What do you gentlemen think?" Yuan Keding spoke with a certain degree of passionate fervor.

Zheng Wenjie now fully regretted accepting this invitation. Even though Yuan Keding was Yuan Shikai's own son, he was actually suggesting the assassination of Chen Ke! Such a momentous affair was not something to be undertaken lightly. Setting aside how unreliable the idea was, the mere fact that he had revealed his intentions so clearly showed just how incredibly naive Yuan Keding really was.

Rapidly considering how to respond, Zheng Wenjie realized he had no choice but to play dumb.

Yuan Keding's retainers, of course, would not stay out of it. They spoke at length about the People's Party's "wild ambitions" and how Chen Ke was a "great scourge to the nation." No one in the Beiyang clique liked the People's Party, and criticizing Chen Ke was "politically correct"; there was no need to worry about any negative consequences. Thus, denunciations of Chen Ke flew around the room, as if the only step left was to drag him out and cut him into a thousand pieces to appease the world.

"Brother Zheng, you hold the highest rank among us. Chen Ke is acting so outrageously—do you not have an opinion?" Yuan Keding asked.

"I'm a minor official the size of a sesame seed; what rank is there to speak of? In my position, not making mistakes and not being scolded by my superiors is the greatest blessing. Whatever I do must be strictly according to orders," Zheng Wenjie quickly cleared himself. If possible, he wanted to leave immediately.

"Brother Zheng, when you led the cavalry to sweep away the Boxers, how heroic you were! Why are you so timid now?" Yuan Keding had no intention of letting him off the hook.

"That was then, this is now. Back then I was young and didn't fear death. Now that the President has taken office, I have a house full of a wife and children. Following the President's lead and living a few good days—that's all I ever wanted. Now that I've scrambled into this position, I barely have time to enjoy it, let alone have any lofty ambitions. Haha," Zheng Wenjie replied with a lighthearted tone.

Hearing Zheng Wenjie mention "the President" in every other sentence, Yuan Keding understood his meaning. He was already quite displeased. "Brother Zheng, my father has already ordered me to go to Germany as an envoy to discuss this matter with the Kaiser. Furthermore, the foreign ministers have long been dissatisfied with the People's Party's reckless behavior. It's only because there have been so many changes recently that many in the government believe we should temporarily maintain the peace. But over these years, the People's Party has expanded from a corner of Anhui to four provinces. If we simply wait for them to expand, I fear the longer we wait, the less we will be able to do."

Zheng Wenjie listened seriously, nodding slightly. He finally understood why Yuan Keding dared to be so arrogant—it seemed he had found a backer. Zheng Wenjie wasn't in the Foreign Ministry, so he wasn't entirely clear on the maneuvers of the foreign legations. Through Yuan Keding's boasting, he gained a clearer picture of the current situation, and certain pieces of information began to click into place.

A few days ago, the Ministry of War had begun discussing the topic of "unifying military command." At the time, Zheng Wenjie didn't know who had proposed the idea. The Beiyang clique itself was far from unifying its own command; the Beiyang Army wasn't exactly falling apart, so what command was there to unify? As for the southern provinces, Zheng Wenjie didn't care; they were tight on funds and struggled just to maintain seven or eight thousand new troops per province.

The only force worth "unifying" was the People's Party army. All intelligence confirmed that their military strength was nearing half a million. Having just taken Qingdao, such a force was indeed fearsome. However, when talking about "unifying military command," would it be the Beiyang government unifying the People's Party, or the People's Party unifying the Beiyang Army? Discussing that question felt rather pointless. Now, listening to Yuan Keding, it seemed there were many forces operating behind this agenda.

"And what is the President's opinion on this?" Zheng Wenjie didn't give Yuan Keding any face, firmly anchoring every word to Yuan Shikai's attitude. Since he had mistakenly attended this gathering, he could not afford to make another mistake on such a critical matter.

Yuan Keding did not answer, merely shooting Zheng Wenjie a sideways glance. Several other Beiyang cadres also began to understand. As it stood, everything Yuan Keding was saying did not represent Yuan Shikai, but rather his own ideas. The purpose of this banquet was to get these Beiyang cadres to step forward—or at least support him when he started stirring up trouble. This was nonsense. Yuan Shikai was a man who cared deeply for rules; if a subordinate made a mistake, he could be lenient. But if a subordinate was not of one heart with him, Yuan Shikai would never be soft-hearted. "Money in one hand, a sword in the other"—this wasn't just about strict military discipline. What Yuan Shikai loathed most were subordinates who didn't know the rules.

By this point, the stances were quickly clarified. The Beiyang cadres indicated through their words that they would absolutely follow the President. This was a safe statement. However, what went unsaid was that they would absolutely not switch to Yuan Keding's camp just because he was the eldest son.

Since the situation had turned out this way, the wine naturally lost its flavor. Before long, the gathering broke up.

Zheng Wenjie felt as if he had been granted a general amnesty. On the way home, while cursing his own stupidity, he couldn't help but admire the cleverness of Yang Du and the newly promoted attendant, Jiang Baili. They had seen the heart of the matter long ago, while he had to see and hear it for himself to understand.

After some self-criticism, Zheng Wenjie's thoughts returned to ruminating on the intelligence he had gained today. Yuan Keding was going to Germany to explain the Qingdao situation, and the foreign ministers all wanted to curb the People's Party. Behind this seemingly chaotic activity, a piece of information was revealed: at this stage, neither the domestic nor the foreign powers wanted to let things escalate to an uncontrollable level.

Originally, some in the Beiyang clique thought the foreigners would be enraged enough to launch a punitive expedition after the People's Party captured Qingdao. He hadn't expected President Yuan Shikai to be able to mediate the situation to such an extent; Zheng Wenjie truly admired him. Regarding his firm stance today, he felt he hadn't made a single misstep.

***

Yuan Keding returned home in a gloomy mood. The upper ranks of the Beiyang government were all his seniors; he lacked the confidence to make them support him. He had once thought he could find followers among these middle-ranking officers with whom he had been well-acquainted for years. Facts had proven him wrong. The Beiyang clique, from top to bottom, consisted of his father's subordinates; that didn't mean he could naturally gain their support in the capacity of "Crown Prince."

Ever since Yuan Shikai seized the central government, Yuan Keding had a dream. He who overthrows the previous dynasty naturally inherits everything from it. Since Yuan Shikai had overthrown the Manchu Qing, he should naturally become Emperor. Then Yuan Keding would be the Crown Prince. This vision had once kept him awake with excitement for a long time. But things hadn't developed that way. Yuan Shikai had become President, but not Emperor. Regarding Yuan Keding, Yuan Shikai had almost treated him as if he were in exile. Before, Yuan Keding at least had some official business to attend to, but now he had been tossed aside.

Seeing others receiving high offices and titles, Yuan Keding felt as if a fire were burning in his heart.

He didn't believe in his father's "separation of public and private." Such things were for others to hear; how could a man set aside his own son and make great use of others? The only problem was that Yuan Shikai currently could not take the throne. As long as he became Emperor, everything would fall into place.

Yuan Shikai had established the National Library and the National Museum, attracting many former Qing scholars who were unwilling to serve as officials. Having no official duties, Yuan Keding associated with these members of the Hanlin Academy and some old literati who claimed to be "experts in the art of emperorship." He had heard them discuss royal matters. Being a Crown Prince was difficult; that was universally acknowledged. As for why it was difficult, opinions varied. One explanation had particularly suited Yuan Keding's palate.

"Being a Crown Prince is difficult because, on one hand, he is the heir apparent, the successor to the great tradition of the world. But he is not the sovereign; he still has to handle affairs. As long as he handles affairs, he will be judged and criticized, which damages his imperial dignity."

Yuan Keding knew in his heart that he wasn't good at handling affairs, but he would never admit it. Having received this explanation, he believed his father was actually paving the way for him. By staying away from specific administrative duties, he only needed to accumulate prestige and connections to secure his position as Crown Prince.

Of course, Yuan Keding also knew the reality of the situation. There was actually only one enemy preventing Yuan Shikai from taking the throne: Chen Ke, the Chairman of the People's Party. The People's Party had always taken a clear stand against the imperial system, and combined with their powerful military, they were the greatest obstacle.

Yuan Keding naturally lacked the ability to personally defeat the People's Party, so his thoughts naturally turned to another path: removing Chen Ke, their representative figure. He loathed Chen Ke intensely, and not just because the man blocked his father's path to the throne. In daily conversation, his father, Yuan Shikai, happened to show considerable weight and admiration for this greatest political rival, almost to the point of saying, "A son should be like Chen Wenqing."

This was a level of praise Yuan Shikai had never shown toward Yuan Keding. It was also exactly what Yuan Keding most desired from his father. Thus, for both public and private reasons, he considered Chen Ke his mortal enemy.

A few months ago, Chen Ke had dared to personally visit Yuan Shikai, and Yuan Keding had seen him for the first time. This legendary "rebel" didn't look like a fierce bandit or a shifty character. Aside from being tall and well-proportioned, with a martial air similar to Yuan Shikai's, Chen Ke also possessed the peculiar elegance and composure of a scholar.

At the time, the one thing Yuan Keding wanted to do most was find someone to rush in and kill him. But murdering a guest who had come to visit was definitely not honorable. Furthermore, even Yuan Keding, with his heart boiling with jealousy and hostility, knew that if he killed Chen Ke like that, his father's lifelong reputation would be ruined.

What most dissatisfied him was that he had later hinted to his father whether they should assassinate Chen Ke. If a suitable scapegoat were found, Yuan Shikai could distance himself from the deed entirely.

The result of those words was that Yuan Shikai had risen in a fury and given Yuan Keding a severe scolding, refusing to see him for half a month. It was only later, through the mediation of Madame Shen, that Yuan Keding finally found an opportunity to kowtow and admit his fault. The matter was barely settled then. Since then, Yuan Shikai had become even more distant.

"Chen Ke, I will definitely kill you!" Yuan Keding had completely made up his mind. No matter the means, as long as there was the slightest chance, he would have Chen Ke dead.
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"The foreign devils have finally softened," Yang Du said excitedly.

"It's all thanks to the President's arrangements. Germany is willing to negotiate with us. Until the negotiations reach a conclusion, neither side will take military action for the time being," Tang Shaoyi said with a smile. It was a genuine smile; having been in diplomacy for many years, this was the most satisfying success he had experienced. Of course, Tang Shaoyi still had to put Yuan Shikai's wise leadership at the forefront. This wasn't mere flattery; the policies Yuan Shikai had provided had indeed played a crucial role.

Yuan Shikai, however, was not so jubilant. As a military man, he was one of the few figures in modern Chinese history who had experienced the total advantage in political negotiations gained by having a background of military victory. Years ago, when Japan had agitated for control over Korea by encouraging pro-Japanese factions to stir up trouble, Yuan Shikai had crushed them with lightning speed, stabilizing the Korean political situation and thwarting Japan's ambitions.

However, the one who had achieved military victory this time was not Yuan Shikai; he was merely leading the Beiyang government to fully exploit that victory. The agreement reached between Chen Ke and Yuan Shikai had played a major role. The British and French ministers had clearly stated that as long as a fixed trade quota agreement could be reached this year, Britain and France were willing to "stand aside." The American representative, meanwhile, was seeking an audience with Tang Shaoyi every day, hoping for thorough negotiations on the quota agreement with the Chinese government.

The Russians were as devious as ever. When Tang Shaoyi made a polite visit, they only wanted to see if the Beiyang government needed anything from Russia. As for the Japanese, they always followed Britain's lead; once the British had made their stance clear, Yuan Shikai didn't pay any mind to the Japanese minister's ramblings.

Learning that the European and American powers would not hold the Beiyang government responsible for the People's Party's actions brought a breath of life into the recently gloom-ridden Beiyang cabinet. The tongues of the cabinet ministers seemed to wake from hibernation, and they vied with one another to praise Yuan Shikai for his ability to handle the situation.

Yuan Shikai remained indifferent. He knew well that this was not his own achievement. What the foreign devils feared was not the Beiyang government, but the combat power of the People's Party. The Great Powers did not have large garrisons in China. When the Beiyang Ministry of War conducted a post-battle analysis, the trusted aide-de-camp Jiang Baili had thoroughly simulated the People's Party's "luring the tiger from the mountain" strategy.

Every battle might seem admirable when simulated after the fact, but it rarely caused true shock. On paper, the People's Party didn't use any particularly brilliant stratagems; rather, it was the Germans who had been arrogant, thinking they could easily build a fort at Lianyungang and then split their forces to hold both Qingdao and Lianyungang. No one had expected the People's Party to hold Lianyungang and then send a force on a long-distance raid to Qingdao once the main German force was committed. The People's Party had a ten-to-one numerical advantage over the Germans, so capturing an under-defended Qingdao wasn't exactly a world-shaking event.

Jiang Baili certainly had a way with military theory, explaining the ins and outs in a simple and clear manner. He made a seemingly unimaginable victory look quite simple. Yuan Shikai held this young man in high regard.

"It is best that the President's strategic planning was able to avoid the flames of war," said Sa Zhenbing, the Naval Minister, who was the most relieved of all. German warships were fast; if they encountered them, the Beiyang and Nanyang Fleets would certainly suffer significant losses, as they could neither win a fight nor outrun the enemy. Furthermore, mobilizing the navy was extremely expensive, and the current Beiyang financial situation could not support the navy avoiding confrontation at sea for months on end.

"Although war has been temporarily avoided, we still need to send a mission to negotiate with the Germans. I'll have to trouble Shao-chuan to make the trip. You'll be in Germany for a few months," Yuan Shikai said.

"President, this time I not only want to go to Germany but also to the United States," Tang Shaoyi replied.

"Why?"

"I want to find someone in America named Gu Weijun. He is currently studying for a Doctorate of Laws at Columbia University. If we can bring him back, many major matters in the Foreign Ministry can be safely entrusted to him."

"I've heard you recommend him many times; he must be a talent. If you need me to write a letter, let me know in advance." Yuan Shikai trusted Tang Shaoyi's negotiating skills implicitly. Since Tang Shaoyi had repeatedly and strongly recommended Gu Weijun, it was likely that this young man would not point his finger at a foreign minister and say something as undiplomatic as "no need to wash, just sleep." The Beiyang clique was not the People's Party; while the People's Party dared to fight whenever it wanted, the Beiyang government had no need for such madness as Chen Ke's.

After the meeting adjourned, Yuan Shikai invited Tang Shaoyi to his office. "Shao-chuan, this time I want you to take Keding with you to Germany."

A look of hesitation flickered across Tang Shaoyi's face. "President, that would be somewhat inconsistent with diplomatic protocol, wouldn't it?"

"I just want the boy to go out and see the world. He's been following me since he was small, thinking every day that he's seeing great figures and great events. In truth, his vision is as narrow as a mouse's. Look at Chen Ke; although he never says where he went to school, he must have traveled abroad for a long time. Thinking about it now, I should have sent him abroad for school long ago." As he spoke, Yuan Shikai's expression was filled with the regret peculiar to a father.

As a diplomat, Tang Shaoyi knew better than anyone how to maintain propriety in conversation and was unwilling to introduce any unknown variables. But after a moment's thought, he said, "President, recently I've heard that the eldest son has been having rather frequent contact with British and French diplomats."

As soon as he finished speaking, Tang Shaoyi saw a cold light flash in Yuan Shikai's eyes. The fatherly expression vanished instantly, and Yuan Shikai became, in an instant, a statesman ruling the nation.

"Is this information accurate?"

"The British and French ministers have privately mentioned contact with the President's family. I imagine it can only be the eldest son." Tang Shaoyi replied. Yuan Shikai's second son, Yuan Kewen, was only twenty-one—not even a beginner.

"And have the British and French ministers contacted any other cabinet members?" Yuan Shikai asked extremely calmly. "Speak plainly; do not worry."

"President, after the People's Party stirred up such a large affair, the various nations are extremely concerned about whether their interests in China will be harmed. Since we, Beiyang, are the central government, they hope we can restrain the People's Party and prevent such things from happening again." There was a note of counsel in Tang Shaoyi's voice.

Hearing this, Yuan Shikai's face hardened. "Shao-chuan, the reason Britain and France aren't interfering in this matter with the Germans is solely for the sake of that quota trade agreement. What they fear now is China escaping their control. China is so large; even if Britain and France used their entire national strength to invade, what could they do? They couldn't hold it; they would eventually have to withdraw. Thus, what they want is to prop up governments that only listen to them. Initially, they wanted to find the People's Party and Chen Ke. But the People's Party absolutely refuses to listen to them, so these people turned back to us, the Beiyang government. In such matters, even Chen Ke dares not yield; we naturally cannot be inferior to him."

Hearing Yuan Shikai's words, Tang Shaoyi felt strangely moved. China's military strength was inferior to the Great Powers'; to protect Chinese interests, a powerful military force was necessary, yet the Beiyang central government bore immense financial expenditures. Currently, the economy was in dire straits, and there was simply no strength to expand the army. With the Great Powers without and the People's Party within, it took extraordinary confidence and backbone for Yuan Shikai to still maintain such a stance of protecting Chinese interests while struggling to survive.

"When I go to Germany this time, I will certainly not disgrace the nation or lose its sovereignty," Tang Shaoyi answered solemnly. Of course, this statement also naturally and easily avoided Yuan Shikai's question about which members of the Beiyang cabinet the foreign missions had contacted.

As soon as Yuan Shikai returned home, he asked where Yuan Keding was. His family replied that Yuan Keding had not said where he was going when he went out.

"Send people to find him immediately!" Yuan Shikai shouted in anger.

Yuan Keding was unaware of his father's fury. He was currently at the Japanese embassy, meeting with the Japanese minister. The Japanese minister naturally couldn't summon a troupe of geishas to the embassy, but a normal banquet was possible. After several rounds of drinks, everyone was somewhat intoxicated.

"Your Highness the Eldest Son, I wonder what your views are on China's current national system?" the minister chattered.

"It is a republic now; naturally, it is the current system," Yuan Keding replied, feigning composure.

The Japanese minister's Chinese was actually quite good. Although there was a translator speaking at the table, he himself could sense the extreme dissatisfaction in Yuan Keding's words.

"Your Highness, how many countries in the world today adopt a republican system? Only France, the United States, and a few countries in South America. Both Japan and China share Chinese culture, and there are naturally benefits to an imperial system. For example, President Yuan has received the support of all the people. According to Chinese tradition, taking the throne would be a natural development. Furthermore, China's current situation is so chaotic; without the leadership of a powerful central government, President Yuan's goal of making China as strong as Japan will be difficult to achieve."

Hearing this, Yuan Keding nodded slightly. In this era, the powerful nations were all imperial states. Britain went without saying, and both the ferocious Russians and the rising star of "iron and blood" Germany were ruled by emperors. In Europe, aside from France, Italy, the Netherlands, Spain, Belgium, and Sweden all had monarchs. Meanwhile, republican France had once been defeated by China at Zhennan Pass, leading to the collapse of its cabinet. As for the United States in 1911, it was far from the world-dominating America of 1949. Currently, the Great Powers didn't take the US very seriously; the general view was that it was merely a primitive country on a wilderness continent. Even Americans at the time didn't consider themselves more civilized than European nations.

Opposition to republicanism was even a matter of "political correctness" in late 19th-century Europe. Regardless of how MPs or the public clamored below, the upper echelons of various countries were resolutely opposed to the "flood and wild beasts" of republicanism.

Seeing that Yuan Keding was already in agreement, the Japanese minister continued to advise, "Your Highness, what the President needs now is international support. As long as the various nations support the President taking the throne, the greatest problem will be solved. And we, Japan, also hope to see China led by an Emperor."

"But currently, it is a republic after all..." Yuan Keding said, feeling it was difficult.

"The current opponents are just those parliamentarians, but imperial countries do not oppose parliaments at all. All nations have their own parliaments. Our Japanese Diet was established even earlier. In truth, if the former Qing had established a parliament sooner, many problems would have been solved long ago," the minister said with sincere emotion.

Yuan Keding truly loved these words. An imperial system would be of great benefit to Yuan Shikai, and even greater benefit to the Yuan family. There had never been a Yuan in the imperial lineage; if that surname could be added, it would be wonderful.

"But are the nations truly willing to support it?" Yuan Keding liked the idea, but he didn't think the Great Powers, especially Japan, would be so kind as to help Yuan Shikai without reason. They would surely make various demands.

"The European and American nations hope for a stable China. But whether a stable China is imperial or republican, I believe everyone would rather see an imperial China. I spoke with the American minister about this recently; he is not opposed to the President taking the throne. They even expressed a willingness to provide sufficient support regarding the political structure."

"Truly?" Yuan Keding hadn't expected the Americans to make such a statement.

"If Your Highness does not believe it, I can invite the American minister to talk with us in a few days. Then Your Highness will know if it is so."

Hearing that so many national ministers would support Yuan Shikai becoming Emperor, Yuan Keding's feigned composure vanished completely. He nodded quickly. "Yes, yes."

"Then Your Highness can inform me when it is convenient, and I will help arrange it." The Japanese minister seized the opportunity to add fuel to the fire. This was not something the Japanese minister was inventing; the United States had never opposed China being an imperial state. In history, after careful selection, the relevant US departments finally sent Frank Johnson Goodnow to Yuan Shikai as a constitutional advisor in February 1913, under the name of the "Carnegie Endowment for International Peace." Goodnow was an American political scientist, former president of Johns Hopkins University, and a primary founder of the American Political Science Association. Yuan Shikai had Goodnow work in the Legislative House and serve as a constitutional advisor to the cabinet. He argued and compared the merits of monarchy and republicanism from the perspectives of history, politics, law, international relations, and national quality, clearly stating, "There is no doubt that if China adopts a monarchy, it would be better than a republic." "Returning from a republic to a monarchy only requires truly implementing a specific plan for a constitutional monarchy." At the time, they even drafted the *New Imperial Family Regulations*, which included typical constitutional monarchy laws such as: "Princes and Dukes may serve as army and navy officers but may not organize political parties or hold important political offices; the eunuch system is abolished forever; the system of selecting palace maids is abolished forever; the system of local tributes is abolished forever; and no relatives of the imperial family may engage in commerce or compete for profit with the common people."

As long as Yuan Shikai was willing to become Emperor, the Great Powers were truly prepared to support him.

Yuan Keding returned home in an extremely excited state. Over these days, he had held talks with the ministers of the major powers and received intelligence that they were willing to support Yuan Shikai and the Beiyang central government. This feeling was simply too good; the foreign devils, who were usually feared by the Chinese, were now showing moderate or even enthusiastic support. Yuan Keding felt that the previous diplomats had been a bunch of useless fools; something that could be so easily settled had been made into a life-and-death struggle. If he were in charge, many matters would have been resolved peacefully long ago.

Thus, when he learned at the door that his father, Yuan Shikai, wanted to see him immediately upon his return, Yuan Keding felt only slightly nervous. Normally, Yuan Shikai never gave him a kind look, mostly criticizing or shouting at him, and even severe beatings were not uncommon. But this time, having brought back such an important "diplomatic promise," Yuan Keding felt his backbone was much stiffer.

"What have you been doing these past few days?" Yuan Shikai asked coldly.

Normally, Yuan Keding would have already been searching for what mistake he had made to provoke such a fierce interrogation, and would be desperately trying to think of something that wouldn't lead to too harsh a punishment. Of course, the best way was to guess his father's thoughts and admit to whatever had angered him.

This time, Yuan Keding was not afraid. He replied composedly, "Father, recently the foreign ministers have been inviting me to drink."

Hearing such a boastful answer, Yuan Shikai's eyes widened.

Yuan Keding showed no sign of fear. He continued composedly, "Father, I absolutely did not say anything related to the government. I am very clear on such basic matters. Rest assured. I didn't mention a single word about it. They asked, too. I merely replied that I am at home every day and know nothing of such things."

Seeing Yuan Keding so composed, Yuan Shikai was in no hurry to explode. He adopted a slightly milder expression. "Is that all you talked about? I'm afraid that wouldn't take so much time."

"Father..." Yuan Keding was about to reveal the key point, but because of his excitement, he paused for a few seconds to steady his emotions. Yuan Shikai had one good trait: when punishing Yuan Keding, he at least didn't let anyone else stay nearby, sparing him some face. Since there was no one else around, Yuan Keding didn't bother lowering his voice. "Father, the various national ministers have all expressed their willingness to support you in becoming Emperor."

Yuan Keding thought these words would surprise and delight Yuan Shikai, and he searched his father's face for any sign of joy. But he was disappointed; not only was there no joy, there wasn't even a hint of surprise. Yuan Shikai asked calmly, "Is this the sort of thing you've been doing out there all these days?"

"How could I dare to talk about such things? It was just that after those ministers invited me over, they first asked about official business. Seeing me claim ignorance, they didn't press further. Instead, they turned the conversation to China's political system, and after that, they said they were willing to support you in becoming Emperor. I didn't even dare to tell them to talk to you directly; when they pressed me, I only said I understood. Father, you are the President; how could I dare to speak recklessly!" Yuan Keding replied with a note of grievance.
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Regarding his son's performance, Yuan Shikai found it difficult to be truly angry for once. Aside from feeling that his son was hopelessly dim-witted, he had no other thoughts. Were the foreign ministers easy to deal with? When those people spoke of supporting Yuan Shikai's ascension to the throne, it was only to secure more benefits for themselves. Who would be so bored as to help another man become Emperor for nothing?

Yuan Shikai suddenly recalled his meeting with Chen Ke. Chen Ke had been straightforward about it: as long as Yuan Shikai did not declare himself Emperor, Chen Ke would support him as President for life. His foolish son was actually two years older than Chen Ke, yet in terms of ability, Yuan Keding was likely more than twenty years behind.

Seeing that his father hadn't immediately exploded in rage, Yuan Keding thought the news he brought back had moved him. He immediately continued excitedly, "Father, the current situation is excellent. The foreign ministers all stated that as long as we, Beiyang, can defeat the People's Party, they will support you alone. Yesterday, the British minister came to see me and talked a great deal of nonsense, but eventually, he brought up the unification of military command. He said they are willing to grant the government a loan at five percent annual interest, paid in full. The French minister indicated that if we need munitions, France is willing to lend us a batch first..."

"You scoundrel, shut your mouth!" Yuan Shikai could no longer bear to listen. It was truly a case of the thief confessing before the beating even began. Yuan Keding had started by saying the ministers firmly supported Yuan Shikai's enthronement, but now he had completely lost his composure and revealed his entire hand. Yuan Shikai's anger was twofold. On one hand, Yuan Keding had failed entirely to see the heart of the matter—this wasn't support for his father becoming Emperor, but rather an incitement for war between Beiyang and the People's Party. On the other hand, Yuan Keding was simply too disappointing; he couldn't handle proper business, and he couldn't even manage a lie properly. This could not help but make Yuan Shikai feel exceptionally let down. Both were young men; how could Yuan Keding be so vastly different from Chen Ke?

However, Yuan Shikai's anger only lasted a moment. After thinking of Chen Ke, a sense of dissatisfaction suddenly rose in his heart. No matter how much of a scoundrel Yuan Keding was, he was at least considering Yuan Shikai's interests. No matter how brilliant and capable Chen Ke was, he would never act for Yuan Shikai's benefit. To punish his own son for the sake of an outsider was a bitter pill Yuan Shikai could not swallow.

"Someone!" Yuan Shikai shouted. When the guards outside entered, he ordered, "Send him back to his room to reflect. Without my order, no one is allowed to let him out!"

"Father?!" Yuan Keding was utterly bewildered.

Yuan Shikai suppressed his rage. "Take him away now!"

Seeing the guards hesitate, Yuan Shikai roared, "I told you to take him away! Didn't you hear me?"

The guards naturally would not listen to Yuan Keding. Seeing that Yuan Shikai was truly furious, the two guards grabbed Yuan Keding from both sides and, half-coaxing and half-dragging, took him out. They were even clever enough to close the door behind them.

Yuan Shikai's anger had not yet subsided, and he paced back and forth in the room with his hands behind his back. In truth, the news Yuan Keding brought back was indeed important. The diplomatic corps had made their stance clear: they were now extremely wary of the People's Party. However, it hadn't been long since the German military defeat. If the various nations were to launch an armed attack on the People's Party, with their current strength, the People's Party's army would likely be nearing the Legation Quarter in Beijing shortly after the news got out. If even the Qingdao fortress couldn't stop them, the defense system of Beijing certainly wouldn't stand a chance.

"President, I think we might as well perform a 'two-man show.' If we, the People's Party, used this military victory as a bargaining chip, it would only intensify the conflict. Therefore, I believe the President might as well make good use of our victory. What the Great Powers want most is to find an agent for their interests in China. This is why I was so reluctant to see the provinces fall into chaos and warlordism. It's impossible to prevent them from seeking interest-proxies. Thus, the President should fully exploit this situation to give those foreign devils some hope, and reap as many benefits as possible." Yuan Shikai could clearly remember Chen Ke saying those words matter-of-factly as they watched the three jets of water bubbling from Baotu Spring.

At that time, the rain had been pouring down outside, the dense droplets creating ripples on the water's surface, yet failing to suppress the three high-spouting jets of Baotu Spring. From time to time, a few stray raindrops would fly into the pavilion and hit Yuan Shikai's skin. If the topic hadn't been so unexpected, the sensation would have been quite pleasant.

"Isn't Wenqing afraid?" Yuan Shikai had asked seriously.

"Afraid of what? Everyone acts on interest. The foreign devils naturally have their own interests, and as long as China does not splinter and fall into warlordism, that is the interest of our People's Party. And since the President is already in this game, if the Beiyang clique led by the President doesn't get a share of the benefits, wouldn't that be too much?" Chen Ke had said with a smile, his gaze drifting into the distance.

Yuan Shikai hadn't been in a hurry to answer. He noticed that Chen Ke's gaze frequently turned in a certain direction. Changing the subject, Yuan Shikai asked, "What is over there?"

"Currently, nothing. But when I came last time, there were seals there," Chen Ke said nostalgically. Why the staff at Baotu Spring had decided to keep two seals in the spring starting in the early 21st century was something Chen Ke never understood. Since having a daughter, he truly wanted to find time to take her traveling. It would be quite nice to take his little angel here to see the round seals swimming happily and easily in the water. At least back in the 21st century, he had seen many adorable children trying to feed the plump seals with various snacks—or rather, pelt them with snacks—while parents scolded them, saying, "It's wrong to feed the seals recklessly."

Yuan Shikai had no idea what "seals" were. A man of his status naturally wouldn't press the issue; if Chen Ke wanted to explain, he would. If not, no amount of asking would help. So Yuan Shikai had smiled and said, "There are none this time, but perhaps you'll encounter them on your next visit."

"Perhaps," Chen Ke said, liking those words. He turned back. "President, I have always believed you to be a man of great responsibility. Whatever your subordinates do, whether it was your intention or not, you are willing to take the blame. In this regard, Vice Minister Duan Qirui truly takes after his teacher. Since the foreign devils are certain to seek an agent, I would rather those benefits fall into the President's hands. As the saying goes, 'It's easy to see the King of Hell, but hard to deal with the little devils.' One can at least reason with you, President."

At that time, Yuan Shikai had thought Chen Ke was being somewhat boastful, but now events had proven that he wasn't lying. The reaction of the foreign devils was not as peaceful as it appeared on the surface; they had already begun trying to find a "thug" to restrain the People's Party. Chen Ke not only had conjectures about the domestic situation but also about the international one.

"The President need not worry about any misunderstandings between us. The foreign devils will not only seek agents within China; they will likely prepare on multiple fronts. Japan is currently a pauper; they'll do anything if given money. In the Russo-Japanese War, it was Britain and America who supported Japan behind the scenes. Thus, the so-called 'white unity' is all nonsense. Since the Roman era, the white skins of Europe have been slaughtering one another for thousands of years; how could there be any sincere unity among them? If they were united, why would Britain support the yellow-skinned Japanese to fight the Russians? They have just as many contradictions among themselves. Even when they try to suppress China, they remain full of conflicts. As long as we throw out the concept of 'Economic Development Zones'—especially making Qingdao one and welcoming investment and factories from all nations—those foreign devils will certainly not stick together. Thus, even if there is a war, the foreign devils will let Japan step forward. If they win, countries like Britain and France will reap the spoils; if they lose, at most Japan loses its interests in China while Britain and France can still profit. If the war ends in a stalemate, Britain and France can use international mediation to reap even greater rewards."

If only his own son were like Chen Ke! Yuan Shikai couldn't help but let out a long sigh. With such a son, what would there be to fear even if Yuan Shikai became Emperor? Even if he didn't, he would feel no regret with such a son. But in reality, although Chen Ke fully considered Yuan Shikai's interests, he was essentially Yuan's greatest rival—an rival who was perhaps impossible to defeat.

The more he thought about it, the more agitated he became. Yuan Shikai could no longer stay at home. He ordered his carriage prepared for the office and summoned Xu Shichang, Wang Shizhen, and Duan Qirui.

When the four met in Yuan Shikai's office, he related the matter of the foreign devils seeking agents to his three stalwarts. Finally, he had to mention the cooperation he had discussed with Chen Ke.

The three Beiyang generals remained silent for a long time. Eventually, Xu Shichang spoke. "President, did that Chen Ke truly agree to this?"

"At least to my face, he vowed that there would be no problem," Yuan Shikai described Chen Ke's attitude at the time.

"I see that Chen Ke's calculations are clever," Duan Qirui replied.

The gazes of the other three focused on Duan Qirui's face. He continued with a normal expression, "Regardless of the perspective, the entanglement between our central government and the foreign devils will buy the People's Party ample time. That is where Chen Ke's interest lies. The People's Party is expanding rapidly; what they need now is time to consolidate their gains. Once they are fully prepared, they will no longer need to be polite to anyone."

The explanation was simple and clear, and the other three agreed completely. But the next question was how to respond.

Yuan Shikai knew that the British and French representatives had already lobbied Yuan Keding, likely hoping he would pass on their message. According to his discussion with Chen Ke, Yuan Shikai could "scam" the foreign devils by expanding the army in name only; there was no reason not to take the benefits offered. Yuan Shikai also knew what Chen Ke had left unsaid: after expansion, Beiyang would feel a false sense of security. Through expansion, Yuan Shikai could also strengthen his control over the clique. But expansion was a double-edged sword; while a larger army strengthened the central government's power, it had significant side effects. Supporting such an army would consume immense resources. Britain and France's support was aimed at eventually forcing a clash between Beiyang and the People's Party, so their support could not be free, let alone indefinite.

If Yuan Shikai invested the money in production, the foreign devils would surely find out. Furthermore, if Beiyang expanded but did not fight the People's Party, the foreign devils would likewise abandon Yuan Shikai and look for other pawns within the government—or, as Chen Ke predicted, incite Japan to invade China.

To defeat the People's Party, force was necessary, but the Beiyang central government currently lacked the military strength to win. To expand, they needed foreign support. If they couldn't win the war, then "colluding with foreigners" would be a major crime for Yuan Shikai's government. Chen Ke could rightfully play that card and pin the Beiyang government to the pillar of eternal shame.

If Beiyang didn't take the money, once the People's Party was ready, they could also use force to eliminate Beiyang. In any case, the People's Party was still essentially an anti-government organization; they weren't betraying the Republic, but rather starting their own house. From any angle, the People's Party could claim the moral high ground of "righteousness." This put Beiyang in an extremely disadvantageous position.

All contradictions pointed to one thing: the People's Party was simply too powerful.

"President, I think we might as well invite Chen Ke to Beijing to serve as an official. I am currently still the Vice Premier, and Prince Qing is insisting on resigning from the Premiership. Why not give the position of Premier to Chen Ke?" Xu Shichang proposed.

"What if he insists on refusing? This is clearly an attempt to bring him to Beijing as a hostage. Chen Ke is so cunning; he won't agree," Wang Shizhen said.

"Whether he comes or not, we must make such a gesture. Otherwise, the world will think our Beiyang clique has no faith toward the People's Party," Xu Shichang replied. This proposal was truly a last resort because, under the system, the President as the highest authority could appoint the Premier. However, the cabinet ministers were submitted by the Premier to the President for approval. Although the President held great power and final personnel authority, he had no right to appoint cabinet members directly. Theoretically, Chen Ke could appoint People's Party members to all positions, leading to a protracted struggle for personnel control between the President and the Premier.

This proposal was a bit too bureaucratic. Wang Shizhen and Duan Qirui, being military men, were not supportive of such things.

Yuan Shikai didn't immediately comment, but Xu Shichang's suggestion gave him a new train of thought. After a moment of silence, he said, "What if I appoint Yan Fu as Premier?"

The other three were startled. The name Yan Fu hadn't appeared in Beiyang discussions for a long time. At first, they were surprised, but upon reflection, they couldn't help but admire the choice.

Yan Fu was a veteran Beiyang cadre. Since the pre-Beiyang era of Li Hongzhang, he had been famous as the Superintendent of the Beiyang Naval Academy. After the Gengzi Incident (Boxer Rebellion), the Naval Academy and the Tianjin Machine Bureau were destroyed by war, but Yan Fu became famous as a translator and thinker. The phrase "natural selection, survival of the fittest" from his translation of *Evolution and Ethics* was widely quoted by scholars.

Currently, Yan Fu was also Chen Ke's teacher and a high-ranking member of the People's Party. If inviting Chen Ke to be Premier was too "blatant," then Yan Fu was an excellent political choice. He was a combination of a famous military man, a famous man of letters, and a famous educator, with deep connections in both the Beiyang and People's Party camps.

For the Beiyang government, given Yan Fu's seniority in the clique, even without his People's Party background, if Yuan Shikai forced him into the Premiership, everyone would just have to hold their noses and accept it. While his People's Party background brought many inconveniences, it also neutralized his lack of personal troops or a physical power base.

"The President is wise! This would be perfect! But will Yan Jidao agree?" Xu Shichang asked. He had originally proposed an unreliable plan, only for Yuan Shikai to provide an incredibly reliable choice within it. Xu Shichang felt a bit sour; if Yan Fu became Premier, even he wouldn't be able to find fault with it.

Wang Shizhen and Duan Qirui nodded slightly, their admiration for Yuan Shikai's intelligence growing. Furthermore, although they never said it aloud, both privately hoped the Premier would be a military man. After all, both the Li Hongzhang and Yuan Shikai cliques were essentially military groups. Rule by literati was not a Beiyang tradition.

"Whether Yan Jidao is willing to serve as Premier will depend on the People's Party's intentions. If they have no intention of peace, they naturally won't agree. If Yan Fu is willing to serve, it shows the People's Party has no plan for war within the next five years," Wang Shizhen said.

Yuan Shikai nodded; Wang Shizhen's judgment was very sound. Most importantly, Yan Fu was, after all, a veteran Beiyang stalwart. If he served as Premier, many things could be discussed more openly. Chen Ke was blunt enough, but Yuan Shikai truly didn't want to have such "frank" conversations with him. Such talks were too damaging to one's self-esteem. Facing a brilliant and capable young man, Yuan Shikai's greatest feeling was that he was truly getting old.

***

While Yuan Shikai discussed affairs of state, Yuan Keding was confined to his courtyard, nursing his resentment. He truly hadn't expected his father to treat him this way. After the many recent events, his way of thinking had begun to solidify. For him, to secure his position as Crown Prince, his father must become Emperor. The external problems of enthronement—namely, international recognition and support—had been "solved by Yuan Keding himself." All that remained was how to defeat their greatest enemy, the People's Party.

The representative of the People's Party was Chen Ke. Just as Yuan Shikai represented Beiyang—if Yuan Shikai died, Beiyang would be finished—if Chen Ke died, the People's Party would likewise collapse.

Thus, a direct logic formed in Yuan Keding's mind: "Kill Chen Ke" equals "Become Crown Prince."
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"Matsudaira-kun, I hear that Yuan Shikai has placed Yuan Keding under house arrest. And in the past few days, he has been preparing to invite Yan Fu to serve as Premier. Are the North and South truly going to have peace talks?" Japanese Minister Ijuin Hikokichi asked. Opposite him was First Counselor Matsudaira Tsuneo. On the table between them were a bottle of mulberry wine and some pickled fish. They were talking about the recent situation while sipping their drinks.

Matsudaira Tsuneo hailed from the Aizu-Matsudaira family, being the sixth son of Matsudaira Katamori, the former Lord of the Aizu Domain and Protector of Kyoto. His mother was Katamori's concubine. He had studied at the Gakushūin since childhood and later married the fourth daughter of Nabeshima Naohiro, the Lord of the Saga Domain (one of the four powerful domains of the Bakumatsu era). After graduating from the Faculty of Law at Tokyo Imperial University in 1902, he entered the Ministry of Foreign Affairs. He was a genuine scion of a Japanese noble house and a bona fide law graduate. Even as the Minister, Ijuin was quite polite toward him.

"If they truly intended to have peace talks, why would they invite Yan Fu to be Premier?" Matsudaira Tsuneo replied without letting his status affect his manners. He respectfully poured a cup of wine for Minister Ijuin and, after kneeling back in his place, continued, "The conflict between North and South is merely a matter of time. Or rather, it all depends on the relationship between Yuan Shikai and Chen Ke. If these two lose their mutual trust, war will break out immediately."

The Japanese were experts in internal strife and saw these issues very clearly.

"From the current situation, it seems that both Yuan Shikai and Chen Ke are doing their best to avoid conflict. Both are capable of controlling their subordinates, which is a cause for concern back home. I recently heard from the British and French embassies that they are working hard to find out the secret treaty reached between Yuan Shikai and Chen Ke." Ijuin looked somewhat worried.

That a long-term secret treaty existed between Yuan Shikai and Chen Ke was a consensus among the foreign ministers in China. As for the contents of this "Yuan-Chen Secret Treaty," there were many conflicting reports. Generally, the various ministers believed that currently, Yuan Shikai was holding the front in public while Chen Ke was responsible for doing the dirty work.

It was not unusual for two opposing sides to be entangled behind the scenes. In Europe, America, and Japan, this was commonplace. Facing such a situation, all the nations hoped to turn the current tide.

Generally speaking, between two conflicting parties, it was usually the side in the "rebel" position that desperately sold out the country, while the official government organization shouted about national interests. Now, the situation was completely reversed: the People's Party, in their rebel position, treated foreign intervention with a mix of extreme tact and firmness, while the central government was quite ambiguous in this regard.

This situation was very thorny, unless Yuan Shikai, like the former Manchu Qing government, completely cast aside his pride and sought foreign help to deal with the People's Party. Otherwise, if the foreign governments wanted to attack the People's Party, they would have to jump out and do it themselves. The People's Party's only outlet to the sea was Lianyungang. The Yangtze was an inland river that large warships couldn't enter, and on such a long waterway, there was always the risk of an ambush.

One of the crimes for which the Qing had been overthrown was "betraying the country." Yuan Shikai was clearly unwilling to bear such a reputation by using foreign powers to suppress the People's Party. And launching a punitive expedition against Yuan Shikai's central government because of the People's Party would not achieve their goal either. Unless Yuan Shikai truly wanted to be a "traitor," he would never agree to it, even if he had to flee Beijing. Furthermore, there was the "Yuan-Chen Secret Treaty" that all the ministers believed existed. If Beiyang and the People's Party set aside their differences and united against a powerful external pressure, things would be very difficult to handle.

"We must make the contradictions between these two parties public," Matsudaira Tsuneo said, stating his thoughts directly. Ijuin frowned slightly—not because he disagreed, but because Matsudaira's bluntness didn't quite fit the traditional Japanese "haragei" (belly talk) mode of communication.

However, it wasn't a big problem. Ijuin smiled. "I see that the various ministers have this thought; that's why everyone is so polite toward Yuan Keding."

Sometimes, a contradiction doesn't require the top leaders themselves to have a falling out. "The situation" refers to the overall layout and trend. The reason the "Yuan-Chen Secret Treaty" was a secret was surely because both major powers had a large number of internal opponents. There were many opponents within the Beiyang clique—not just Yuan Keding, who was being manipulated by the various ministers. In truth, there were no high-ranking Beiyang officials who favored the People's Party.

On the other hand, the People's Party was more troublesome. In official contacts, People's Party cadres never met foreigners in groups of fewer than three. It was as if they had undergone mandatory training; everyone's words were exactly the same. Furthermore, this rising power enforced strict control over population movement in their territory. Under this quasi-military control, white spies—whose appearances were vastly different from the Chinese—went without saying, but even Japanese intelligence officers, who were also of the yellow race, would disappear like stones in the ocean shortly after entering the base areas. After several disappearances, Japan had to lower its pride and use various channels to find the People's Party, asking them to investigate the missing Japanese citizens. The People's Party replied that any foreigner who had correctly registered with their customs had never gone missing. Forced into a corner, Japan had to admit that some people "might have lost their way."

The People's Party then gave the Japanese representatives a thorough lesson on their own *Customs Law*. This infuriated the Japanese. However, Japan was not currently prepared for war against the People's Party, so these matters didn't become public knowledge.

"I see that Yuan Keding desperately wants to remove Chen Ke and is willing to use any means necessary," Matsudaira Tsuneo said.

This was still too direct, but Ijuin no longer minded. He wasn't worried about Yuan Keding sending someone to assassinate Chen Ke; whether the assassination succeeded or failed didn't matter. What was important was to make the assassination attempt known to the whole world. If such an effect could be achieved, Yuan Shikai would either have to go to war directly with the People's Party or take responsibility for the act. Regardless of the choice, China's current situation would be completely shattered.

"We only need to pay attention to this matter," Ijuin said. If something could be accomplished by giving Yuan Keding a few hints at the critical moment, there was no need to get personally involved. It was far from the stage where Japan had to go into the fray itself. Furthermore, Japan had just annexed Korea and had countless internal matters to attend to; in many respects, Japan lacked the capacity even if it had the will.

Of course, there was no need to state these things explicitly; Ijuin believed Matsudaira Tsuneo had at least this much basic judgment.

"This mulberry wine is quite good," Ijuin praised after drinking another glass of the specialty wine from the base areas. "The fish is also good; the spices are well-blended."

Both of these products were commodities from the People's Party base areas. Setting aside the wine and fish, at least the glass bottles were very well-made.

While they were talking, an embassy staff member entered with a telegram. After reading it, Ijuin showed a mysterious smile. "Those people back home have started supporting the Tongmenghui again."

***

Wang Jingwei had never imagined he would become the negotiator between the Tongmenghui and the Japanese minister to China. This was the first time he had been entrusted with such a significant task. Wang Jingwei was truly pleasantly surprised. Ever since the Tongmenghui had begun its revolution during the Qing era, the Japanese government had always been polite to it while maintaining a respectful distance. After Yuan Shikai seized central power, the Japanese government had adopted an attitude of indifference toward the Tongmenghui. But by 1911, it had started supporting them once again.

However, the Tongmenghui had now truly become a party led by Sun Yat-sen alone. The Guangfu Society had returned to Zhejiang, and the Huaxing Society had returned to Hunan. Renowned figures from other regions were also leaving. After all, it was now a republic, and with a system of provincial self-governance, local governments needed some new faces to fill out the ranks. These famous revolutionaries were the best choice. Giving them a few seats as parliamentarians or a few official posts allowed the provinces to claim they "supported reform and the republic."

Given Sun Yat-sen's reputation, he shouldn't have had any problem becoming a parliamentarian in Guangdong. However, a problem had arisen. The new Nationality Law stipulated that the new Chinese government did not recognize dual citizenship. Anyone who had ever obtained a foreign nationality could not be considered a Chinese citizen.

In the eyes of the Guangfu Society, this regulation was clearly aimed at Sun Yat-sen. At least until 1909, Sun Yat-sen had held American citizenship. In particular, in November 1908, during his visit to Siam (Thailand), he gave speeches to the overseas Chinese community, promoting revolution and the overthrow of the Qing, which led the Qing court to protest to the Siamese authorities. The Mayor and Police Chief of Bangkok summoned Sun Yat-sen and ordered him to leave. Sun immediately stated he would give his answer after consulting his minister. When asked who the minister was, he refused to answer and left.

Sun Yat-sen then went straight to the American Legation to see Minister Hamilton King, requesting protection and the issuance of an American passport (different from the territorial Hawaiian passport), on the grounds that he was born in Hawaii. During the meeting, Minister King had a good impression of Sun Yat-sen and reported to the State Department: "Sun speaks English very well, though with a slight accent. He is very intelligent and extremely polite..."

Sun Yat-sen couldn't wait for a reply from the State Department before leaving Bangkok; he moved to Singapore on December 10, leaving his address there for Minister King.

The US State Department spent several months studying Sun Yat-sen's case. Finally, on March 11, 1909, Secretary of State Elihu Root (who had left office in January; the decision on Sun's case had likely been made during his tenure) notified Minister King that Sun Yat-sen was not eligible for registration as a US citizen or for an American passport. The reason was: "American citizens enjoy rights, but they also have responsibilities and obligations. He (referring to Sun) has not only failed to fulfill the obligations of an American citizen but has instead fully committed himself to Chinese politics. What's more, he is a leader advocating for the overthrow of a government with which this government has friendly relations." Based on these reasons, Sun Yat-sen's US citizenship was revoked and his passport canceled.

This hadn't been particularly private. When Beiyang convened the National Assembly to discuss the fate of the Manchu Qing, major newspapers began publishing articles about Sun Yat-sen's nationality. "Sun Yat-sen the American" became a topic of conversation over tea and meals for many. Even after his citizenship was revoked by the US, Sun Yat-sen had not returned to China to request the restoration of his Chinese nationality, nor had he published a statement in the newspapers. Thus, according to the new Nationality Law in the base areas, Sun Yat-sen was now an unregistered person with no nationality.

The Guangdong provincial government had originally intended to invite Sun Yat-sen to return as a parliamentarian, but after this stir, they understood the intentions of the Beiyang central government. They were naturally unwilling to offend the Beiyang government for the sake of one man. More importantly, the new Nationality Law required foreigners applying for Chinese citizenship to go to Beijing for approval by the Vice Minister of the Ministry of Civil Affairs. This meant that no matter how grand Sun Yat-sen's political goals were, if he wanted to be a Chinese citizen, he first had to go to Beijing and submissively apply to Beiyang.

Sun Yat-sen was naturally unwilling to do so, but Beiyang had found a way to deal with him. Any newspaper with a pro-Beiyang stance would, from then on, often use the term "Sun Yat-sen the American" to mock him whenever he was mentioned.

This put Sun Yat-sen at a great disadvantage. Being mocked by Beiyang was one thing, but none of the leaders of the domestic revolutionary parties—the People's Party, the Guangfu Society, or the Huaxing Society—had ever been "foreign citizens." This incident caused Sun Yat-sen's influence among the domestic revolutionary parties to decline further.

Setting aside the Huaxing Society, which was currently at war with the Hunan authorities, the leaders of the Guangfu Society—the first to break away from the Tongmenghui—such as Cai Yuanpei, Tao Chengzhang, and Qiu Jin, had been formally elected as parliamentarians in Zhejiang. The local parliamentarians of several counties in southern Zhejiang also came from the ranks of the Guangfu Society. Cai Yuanpei had even been elected as a representative to the new National Assembly for Zhejiang Province. This meant that in the future, the voice of the Guangfu Society would rightfully appear in the National Assembly.

Just when they were at their wits' end, the Japanese government's renewed support gave the Tongmenghui a chance to catch its breath—at least financially. Many people had left the Tongmenghui, which wasn't just a loss of manpower; more seriously, fewer and fewer people were providing financial support. One must return a favor. After Sun Yat-sen completed negotiations with Japan, Wang Jingwei was sent by him to negotiate with the Japanese minister in China—or rather, to receive instructions.

"Mr. Wang, do you know who provided the part of the Nationality Law for Yuan Shikai's government?" Matsudaira Tsuneo asked.

"I truly don't know." At the mention of this Nationality Law, Wang Jingwei was filled with anger. If it weren't for this law, the Tongmenghui wouldn't have suffered such a heavy blow. After speaking, he asked tentatively, "Could it be the American government?"

"Hehe," Matsudaira Tsuneo laughed. "It wasn't provided by the American government. It was a bill provided by the People's Party to Beiyang."

This was like a thunderclap that left Wang Jingwei stunned. Matsudaira didn't give him time to digest the news. "A piece of information has been circulating in diplomatic circles: there is a secret treaty called the 'Yuan-Chen Agreement' between the People's Party and the Beiyang government. China's current situation is not as everyone sees it—pushed forward by the various revolutionary parties shedding their blood. Chen Ke and Yuan Shikai have long since reached an agreement on behalf of the People's Party and Beiyang. They joined hands to put on this play for everyone."

"They have a common enemy..."

"They have adopted remarkably consistent measures to support one another in various areas..."

"Why did the People's Party release the Beiyang prisoners of war and senior generals?..."

"Why has there been no combat between the People's Party and Beiyang since then?..."

"Why was Hebei turned upside down by horse bandits?..."

"Why..."

One by one, Matsudaira Tsuneo laid out the points. As a diplomat, his channels for obtaining intelligence and his ability to process it far exceeded those of the Tongmenghui.

"Wang-kun, all the young people who once believed Chen Ke was a revolutionary have been deceived by him. And I believe you are well aware of one thing: it was Yuan Shikai who acted as the matchmaker for Chen Ke. Furthermore, we recently received news that Yuan Shikai is preparing to invite Yan Fu to serve as Premier. Yan Fu is Chen Ke's teacher and a close friend of Yuan Shikai. Moreover, the grandfather of Chen Ke's wife, Old Mr. He, was a close friend of both Yuan Shikai and Yan Fu. When Old Mr. He was alive, Yuan Shikai and Yan Fu often gathered at his home..."

At all times, facts are more persuasive than any deduction—especially facts that have been carefully edited and selected under conditions of strong suggestion.

Listening to Matsudaira's words, Wang Jingwei unconsciously clenched his fists. He squeezed so hard that his knuckles turned white.
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The reception room of the Japanese Legation was deathly silent. Matsudaira Tsuneo, the Japanese First Counselor, sat there with a composed expression, as if nothing had happened. Opposite him, Wang Jingwei, the representative of the Tongmenghui, had his lips tightly pursed, but his eyes were involuntarily wide. Due to his excitement, his wide-open eyes scanned left and right subconsciously, which made Wang Jingwei's handsome features look somewhat distorted.

The information Matsudaira Tsuneo provided was far too shocking, yet equally persuasive. Chen Ke's rise was no secret—at least, his experiences after his public appearance were traceable. The revolutionaries all believed that Chen Ke was close to Xu Xilin and Qiu Jin of the Guangfu Society, but in reality, the people with whom Chen Ke had established the firmest social relations were Yan Fu and Yuan Shikai.

If one followed this line of reasoning, the current compromise reached between the Guangfu Society and Beiyang surely involved Chen Ke's mediation. Thinking of this, Wang Jingwei suppressed his emotions and asked, "Mr. Matsudaira, are you saying the People's Party has been in league with Yuan Shikai all along?"

"I wouldn't say they were in league from the very beginning. However, from the start, the relationship between the People's Party and Beiyang has been very close. The various foreign ministers, especially those of Britain and America, believe the People's Party is merely a faction within the Beiyang clique. Chen Ke received an excellent education; he must have lived abroad for a long time, particularly in Europe and America, and surely studied at several universities. He has hidden his background, likely out of concern that it would cause unnecessary trouble. Some even suspect Chen Ke is of Manchu royal descent, or at least from a family very close to them. It is quite normal for a single group to have many factions, and it is equally normal for those factions to have profound political differences."

Regarding political differences, Wang Jingwei could fully understand. The Guangfu Society and the Huaxing Society were living proof of the sharp opposition and divisions that political factions within the Tongmenghui could cause, and the results they led to. At least Wang Jingwei wasn't a fool; Japan wouldn't make such a statement without its own motives. He asked, "Then why is Japan supporting us now?"

"Both the People's Party and Beiyang are pro-British. We, Japan, have always hoped to establish an Asian alliance to drive the white powers out of Asia. Wang-kun, the Tongmenghui has always been willing to cooperate with us to build a new order in Asia. The People's Party, however, has been working hard to exclude our Japanese presence from China. Naturally, we will support a party that is friendly to us." Matsudaira Tsuneo's words were very blunt.

Wang Jingwei didn't quite believe this. Whether the People's Party excluded Japan was hard to say, but he believed Beiyang wouldn't be so exclusionary. He asked, "Mr. Matsudaira, is the Beiyang stance on this matter consistent with the People's Party?"

Matsudaira Tsuneo replied readily, "The People's Party and the Beiyang government are attempting to reach a fixed trade quota agreement with Britain, France, America, and other nations. This agreement will greatly stabilize the presence of those European and American countries in Asia. The total trade volume will reach one hundred million pounds sterling—that is, a trade volume of seven hundred and fifty million taels of silver per year. As far as we know, Japan has not been given any share in this."

"Seven hundred and fifty million taels of silver? Is this truly the case?!" Wang Jingwei's voice was almost a moan, as if he were feverish. It wasn't that this sum of money made him greedy, but rather that the figure completely enraged him.

"This agreement is not a secret; Wang-kun will know if it's true or false with a simple inquiry," Matsudaira said calmly.

Leaving the table now would be rude, and Wang Jingwei wanted to maintain basic etiquette. However, his heart could not settle; he had received far too much information to process today. With a simple apology, he took his leave, and they set a time for the next visit. Wang Jingwei stumbled slightly as he left the Japanese Legation, a temporary loss of composure caused by his extreme fury.

Watching Wang Jingwei's departing figure, Matsudaira's face showed no expression. Now was not the time for secret joy.

To set a trap for someone, the best way is to provide them with a framework for their thinking. For example, because Yuan Keding's desire to become Crown Prince was so urgent, the foreign ministers expressed support for Yuan Shikai's enthronement. Yuan Keding naturally felt the ministers were sincere—or at least, he convinced himself they were.

Based on this framework, many extended measures were possible. For instance, the Japanese minister could already see that Yuan Keding believed removing Chen Ke would make Yuan Shikai the true ruler of China. All the ministers knew that Keding's logic was not the reality. Setting aside whether the assassination attempt would succeed, if an assassination took place—regardless of the outcome—the People's Party would be forced to break with Beiyang, and it was highly likely that Yuan Shikai would be finished. And if Yuan Shikai were finished, Yuan Keding would surely go down with him.

The ministers seemed enthusiastic, their every word striking a chord in Yuan Keding's heart. If those same words were said to Yuan Shikai... the ministers knew it would be an exercise in self-humiliation. Because Yuan Keding *wanted* to believe these things, Yuan Shikai *absolutely* would not.

Similarly, for the Tongmenghui, they had once considered themselves the standard-bearers of the Chinese revolution. In a sense, the Tongmenghui was indeed the first to shout the slogan "Overthrow the Qing, establish the Republic" during a certain stage. But shouting slogans was of no use; the fate of China was determined by the two political organizations with powerful practical capabilities: Beiyang and the People's Party.

At this stage, the Tongmenghui was desperate to turn its "merit of being the first to advocate" into actual political interests. Against this background, the best way to incite the Tongmenghui's hostility toward the People's Party and Beiyang was to make them believe the two were in cahoots, both being "counter-revolutionary."

Many things didn't need to be said directly; they only needed to be guided according to the other person's mindset. Everyone has a subconscious or conscious stance during communication. When the conversation touches on this consciousness, the person will subjectively believe the other party shares their stance and, therefore, that what they are saying is correct.

Of course, everyone has a degree of caution; they would also consider whether Japan was sowing discord. What was needed now was the truth, to ensure the Tongmenghui's judgment of the situation followed Japan's guidance.

Thinking of this, Matsudaira was indeed quite satisfied. He never believed that in the current situation, the Tongmenghui could truly possess actual controlled territory, let alone overthrow the People's Party and Beiyang to replace them. What Japan needed was a fierce conflict between the People's Party and Beiyang to exhaust the strength of China's two most powerful political organizations and muddy the waters. If Britain wanted to restore order in China, the only force they would be able to utilize would be Japan.

Thus, Yuan Keding's hostility toward the People's Party and the Tongmenghui's hostility toward the People's Party... as long as they were properly utilized, the two might very well converge on the matter of "assassinating Chen Ke." Once the assassination attempt began, the moment the fact that Yuan Keding was the mastermind was revealed, Japan could sit back and watch the show.

At this thought, Matsudaira's expression finally soured. Thinking of the British, he couldn't help but feel irritated.

As early as 1902, Britain and Japan had formed a military alliance to counter Russian expansion in the Far East. On January 30, 1902, the British Foreign Secretary, the 5th Marquess of Lansdowne, and the Japanese Ambassador to Britain, Hayashi Tadasu, signed the *Anglo-Japanese Alliance Treaty*. Its main content was: both contracting parties recognized each other's right to protect their interests in China and Korea. If Britain's "special interests" in China or Japan's in China and Korea were threatened by other countries or harmed by internal "disturbances" in China or Korea, the two countries had the right to intervene. When one party was at war with a third country to protect the aforementioned interests, the other party should remain strictly neutral. If one party was attacked by two or more countries, the other party should provide military assistance and fight together. The treaty was valid for five years. Secret clauses also stipulated that the navies of the two countries should coordinate actions to maintain superiority in Far Eastern waters. The Anglo-Japanese Alliance was a military alliance for offense and defense against Russia, and a tool of war for invading China and Korea.

After the alliance was formed, Japan stepped up its military expansion and launched the Russo-Japanese War of 1904–1905. In 1905, the two countries signed a second alliance treaty, recognizing Japan's "protectorate" over Korea and reiterating that military assistance should be provided if attacked by any third country.

Facing the fixed trade quota agreement that was currently being prepared, Britain didn't care at all about the feelings of its ally, Japan. No matter how the Japanese government pleaded, Britain indicated both openly and secretly that the agreement was temporarily not open to Japan. Only after Britain had signed the agreement would it consider in what way Japan might participate.

The British attitude of wanting to keep the spoils for themselves was obvious, and to some extent, the People's Party and the Beiyang government supported them in this. Looking at the current situation, it was highly likely that British banks would provide the financial support for this quota agreement. To the Great Powers, the British had become the project owners, firmly holding the initiative. The Germans had jumped so vigorously this time precisely because they wanted a larger piece of the pie. Britain might not be able to restrain Germany's reckless moves, but it could restrain Japan's restlessness.

Japan naturally didn't dare to openly seize interests from Britain, so it could only strike in secret. Britain was a very realistic country; once the situation changed so drastically, the British would immediately adjust their layout according to the specific circumstances. On this point, Japan had absolute confidence.

***

Wang Jingwei was currently far from the stage of reflecting on whether Japan's words were trustworthy; a flame seemed to be burning in his chest. All the blood shed by so many Tongmenghui comrades, all the hardships and wanderings of Dr. Sun Yat-sen—it had all turned out to be nothing more than stepping stones for the People's Party and Beiyang. This fact made it impossible for Wang Jingwei to calm down.

Seven hundred and fifty million taels of silver! This number suddenly popped into his mind. No wonder the People's Party and Yuan Shikai could reach a compromise; in the face of such an astronomical figure, how could they not? The principal of the Boxer Indemnity was only four hundred and fifty million taels, yet the annual trade quota for the People's Party and Beiyang far exceeded that entire amount.

Why should the People's Party and Beiyang enjoy such massive benefits while the Tongmenghui, which first advocated for the revolution, became an insignificant existence? Dr. Sun Yat-sen, a founding father of the revolution, was now an individual with no nationality; from a legal perspective, he had lost everything. And the ones manipulating the law were Beiyang and the People's Party. The contradiction between Beiyang and the Tongmenghui had a long history, and Wang Jingwei didn't care about it. But that the People's Party was striking from the shadows was something Wang Jingwei absolutely could not accept.

As his thoughts expanded, the excitement in Wang Jingwei's chest transformed into a deep and profound hatred. His hands slowly opened and closed, as if trying to grasp someone's throat from the air.

The Tongmenghui's Beijing-Tianjin headquarters was currently located in a small lane in Liutiao Hutong, in a very ordinary residential house. There were seven or eight young men inside. As soon as they saw Wang Jingwei return, they swarmed forward. "Zhaoming, you're back! How did the talks go?"

Seeing his comrades, Wang Jingwei felt a pang of sadness. The Beijing-Tianjin branch of the Tongmenghui, which once had over a hundred members, now had only seven or eight core members left. Originally, the foundation of the Tongmenghui was the "reformists," whose attitude was reform. As for whether the result of reform was a "republic," a "constitutional monarchy," or "constitutionalism," those seeking a constitution had once made up the majority. Dr. Sun Yat-sen, through arduous propaganda and agitation, had finally managed to set the reformists' goal on the path of "overthrowing the Qing and establishing a republic."

After the fall of the Qing, most of the core members felt they had fulfilled their responsibilities. Many officials loyal to the Qing were unwilling to work under Yuan Shikai, and Yuan Shikai needed to replace them with new people. Since one could be an official under Yuan Shikai, many former core members had switched sides and joined the Beiyang government.

Recalling the secret treaty between Yuan Shikai and Chen Ke mentioned by Matsudaira Tsuneo, Wang Jingwei was more certain than ever that he hadn't been deceived. Looking at his enthusiastic comrades, anger rose in his heart. He related everything he had heard today to them, using the theme that "everything is a conspiracy between Chen Ke and Yuan Shikai."

The young comrades were hot-blooded, and halfway through, someone stood up in a rage and shouted, "So that fellow Chen Ke wanted to use our Tongmenghui from the very beginning!"

The indignant voice was followed by sobbing; in his distress, a young man had begun to cry. "Back in Anqing, the People's Party let our Tongmenghui take the fall for them, and in the end, the comrades in Anqing were wiped out. Now it's clear—Chen Ke absolutely did that on purpose."

Someone already began using "facts" that Japan hadn't mentioned to prove Wang Jingwei's line of thought.

In truth, this was incorrect. The Yue Wang Society, which had joined the Tongmenghui, had strongly demanded to occupy Anqing themselves. Chen Ke, of course, knew the Yue Wang Society's fate; he hadn't warned them. It must be noted that even if Chen Ke *had* warned them, the Yue Wang Society absolutely would not have accepted his advice.

These young people, naturally, would not analyze the problem so calmly. Having finally found the culprit for the Tongmenghui's current plight, the youth of the Beijing-Tianjin branch were immersed in feelings of self-pity and resentment.

"Zhaoming, what should we do now?" someone asked with a sobbing tone.

"Don't be in a hurry," Wang Jingwei said relatively calmly. His comrades' excitement had, in a sense, dissipated some of his own, allowing him to face the situation more composedly. "I will be visiting the Japanese Legation again in a few days. Help me look into a few things. You must find out."

After several days of intelligence gathering, Wang Jingwei had come to believe every word Matsudaira Tsuneo said. Whether it was the trade quota agreement or Yuan Shikai's plan to invite Yan Fu to be Premier, both had been confirmed to be true. These two points alone were enough for Wang Jingwei to confirm the fact of Chen Ke and Yuan Shikai's alliance. He hurriedly left Beijing, first heading to Shanghai to meet Chen Qimei, a core member of the Tongmenghui who held considerable power.

***

Almost at the same time, Yuan Keding's house arrest order was lifted. Kaiser Wilhelm II had requested that Yuan Shikai send a delegation to Germany to discuss the Qingdao matter, which was an unexpectedly good development for Yuan Shikai. He also wanted to use this opportunity to let his son, Yuan Keding, go to Germany to see the world. Keeping Yuan Keding under house arrest forever was no solution. After reiterating that Yuan Keding was absolutely not allowed to have any dealings with foreign diplomats, Yuan Shikai released him.

Yuan Keding was very afraid of his father. Yuan Shikai was extremely strict with his children; if he found even the slightest fault, he would scold them at best or use physical punishment at worst. The various foreign ministers also cooperated and temporarily stopped seeking out Yuan Keding.

This made Yuan Keding feel both relieved and deeply unsatisfied. The feeling of being entertained by various foreign missions was simply too good.

Aside from the foreign missions, Yuan Keding found that after this house arrest, the Beiyang cadres had also mysteriously distanced themselves from him. He naturally didn't dare disturb those uncles and elders. Yang Du and Jiang Baili never accepted his invitations. And some who used to attend his banquets, such as Zheng Wenjie, were now starting to make excuses. Everyone Yuan Keding could now invite were low-level officials who were of no use at all.

These people were fine for eating and drinking and then going back to boast about how they had shared a table with the "Eldest Young Master Yuan," but when it came to getting things done—particularly mobilizing military force to send assassins—they were completely useless.

During the days of his house arrest, Yuan Keding's mind was filled with plans on how to remove Chen Ke. The best way was to send well-trained soldiers to carry out an assassination, but he was very clear that if Yuan Shikai found out beforehand, he would never let him off. Even after the deed was done, Yuan Keding couldn't let his father know. He would have to wait until Yuan Shikai eliminated the People's Party, at which point he would need to find a very appropriate opportunity to tell his father about his contribution. Yuan Shikai loathed being led by the nose.

Since no one could be found in the army, the only remaining choice was to seek out martial arts experts from the civilian world.

Yuan Keding had several retainers, though they were people of little use. However, while they were unremarkable, they had extensive connections. After hearing Yuan Keding's instructions, they tentatively asked who had dared to offend the Eldest Young Master Yuan so.

"If I tell you to find someone, then find someone. Don't ask questions you shouldn't," Yuan Keding said, putting on his airs as the eldest son.

"Yes." Those people indeed did not dare to ask further.
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Fourth Master Chang had been doing good business lately. He had taken several jobs hauling coal from the station, working through the scorching sun for days, and finally finished the last load before noon on the final day. In truth, he could have finished it last night if he had pushed, but he delayed the final task until daylight, fearing that doing the cleanup in the dark might lead to errors. It proved a wise choice; when he arrived early that morning, the merchant who hired the carts asked him to also haul some of his household furniture. Chang agreed readily and happily completed the extra task.

Any other carter, finishing before noon, would have dragged it out until after lunch to ensure the employer provided a midday meal. But Fourth Master Chang didn't like taking advantage of others. Once the furniture was moved, he made an excuse about having business at home and asked to settle the bill. The merchant was equally straightforward and paid the remaining amount promptly. Chang drove his cart away without lingering for a free meal.

After days of hard work, each of his brothers received several silver dollars and copper coins, and they went their separate ways. Thinking of the "braised meat noodles" at the Yutai Tea House, Fourth Master Chang washed his face and headed there with a joyful heart.

"Oho, Fourth Master Chang! Haven't seen you in a long time." Wang Lifa greeted him with his eternal, unchanging smile. "You must have made a fortune."

"Proprietor Wang, you're teasing me again," Fourth Master Chang said with a hearty laugh. "Two bowls of braised meat noodles!"

It was the peak of the lunch hour, and the teahouse was filled with people eating. Business at the Yutai Tea House was getting better and better; ever since the People's Party returned to the northern commercial scene, business in the capital had become easier. Wang Lifa wasn't entirely clear on why so many new businesses had appeared, but he knew the People's Party's "honeycomb coal" business had spread across the entire city. The People's Party produced many types of honeycomb coal: three sizes for domestic use and specialized large coals for restaurants. The Yutai Tea House had early on switched to these coal stoves, which were clean and convenient. Wang Lifa only slightly missed the scent of burning wood from the old days.

"Fourth Master Chang, come sit over here!" a voice called from inside.

Chang looked over and saw it was Second Master Song. But on closer inspection, Song looked different from his usual self. A few more glances revealed the reason: Song was wearing a brand-new, bluish-grey silk long gown.

"Second Master Song, you've struck it rich!" Chang laughed. Sitting beside Song was another regular from the late Qing days, Pockmark Liu. Liu had no proper trade; back in the Qing days, he had made a living as a human trafficker. Chang secretly despised him but didn't let it show on his face.

Song rose to make room for Chang. He spoke politely, but couldn't help a hint of pride from showing on his face. "Others may mock me, Fourth Master, but don't you do it too. If it weren't for your recommendation, I wouldn't even know where my next meal was coming from."

"Second Master, can one earn this much just as a bookkeeper?" Chang had merely recommended Song for a clerical position at a honeycomb coal factory run by the People's Party. They hadn't met often since then. Song was a cautious man who didn't dare speak ill of others behind their backs, so Chang was curious about what had happened.

"I'm no longer a bookkeeper," Song said, looking quite pleased.

"Oh?"

"I now raise birds for a living."

"What?" Chang was greatly surprised. In the late Qing, he too had carried a birdcage, and the thrush inside had been chosen for him by Second Master Song. But after the Gengzi year (1900), Chang had never done such a thing again. He suddenly noticed that the birdcage Song almost never went without was missing. He asked quickly, "Have the wealthy families started keeping birds again?"

"Not exactly. I now raise pigeons for them," Song replied. The People's Party had a massive wool business in the frontier regions and needed a large number of carrier pigeons. Song loved birds and talked about them constantly; once this was discovered, he was transferred to a new role. Although thrushes and pigeons were quite different, Song truly loved tending to birds, and his dedication made a difference. He was doing quite well in his new career.

"And this outfit..." Chang was astonished by Song's new gown. It was clear it wasn't traditional silk. It had the luster of silk, but up close, one could tell it was cloth. Yet the fabric possessed both the fineness of silk and the texture of high-quality fine cotton. The surface was smooth and flat, and the "Western-style" tailoring was so impeccable that one couldn't help but look twice.

Seeing that Chang couldn't take his eyes off it, Song smiled. "This is a new material from the south called 'silk-cotton.' The label on the fabric says it's fifty percent silk and fifty percent cotton. It's more expensive than fine cotton but cheaper than pure silk. Fourth Master, you should go and get some new clothes made when you have time."

Chang wanted to reach out and feel it, but he remembered he had just finished hauling coal. Though he had washed his face and hands, there was still grime under his fingernails. A touch might leave a mark. Song was a man of fastidious tastes; though he wouldn't dare say anything to Chang, Chang didn't want to upset him.

"I drive a cart all day; I can't wear such things. This fabric looks delicate; I fear it would wear out with one rub," Chang laughed.

Song quickly recommended, "Fourth Master, there's a new kind of cloth from the south called 'labor cloth' (denim). It's thick and durable. When I'm out in the field, I wear clothes made from it. When it hits the market, you should buy some. It's truly good stuff."

"I've seen that cloth; it is indeed good," Pockmark Liu finally found a chance to interject. "But those people from the south only sell it to Inner Mongolia, selling it to the Mongols when they collect wool. It's all pre-made clothes, very wide and loose. The Mongols love it."

"Oh? You've started doing honest business too?" Chang was greatly surprised.

Pockmark Liu knew he wasn't liked, and he never asked to be. Hearing Chang's words, he sighed. "Alas! Fourth Master, go ahead and mock me! Ever since the President took the world, the eunuchs in the palace are as poor as church mice, and the Princes' households have nothing left. In the old days, you had to be a man of great status just to see a Princess or a consort. Now, as long as you have a bit of money and can afford a dowry, you can marry a Princess just like that. If even the Princesses have come to this, who is there left to buy people? If I don't do some other business, I'll just starve to death."

Fourth Master Chang never took Pockmark Liu's words seriously. If a human trafficker's words could be believed, there would be no lies in the world. As they spoke, the two bowls of braised meat noodles arrived.

"I've been driving a cart all morning and I'm starving. Gentlemen, I'll eat first," Chang said, burying his head in his bowls and slurping loudly.

Pockmark Liu clearly hadn't come just to eat. Seeing Chang slurping his noodles and Second Master Song also eating quietly, Liu took a few bites of food and then poured some wine for Chang. "Fourth Master, have a drop."

After pouring the wine, Liu lowered his voice. "Fourth Master, word on the street is that you and Second Master Song are now following 'those from the south.'"

Chang ignored him, continuing to eat heartily. He didn't even glance at the wine Liu had poured. Second Master Song tried to act as if nothing was happening, but it was clear he lacked Chang's composure.

Pockmark Liu didn't care about the silence. He continued in a low voice, "Fourth Master, I don't have a good livelihood right now. If you have any business, you must let me know."

At this, Chang set down his chopsticks. "The carting guild is just the carting guild. In this city, especially in the south, there are many working in the guilds and the coal factories. Everyone is just trying to earn a meal. Who pays if you don't work? If you want a job, go look at the notice boards in front of the guild and the factory. There are new hiring notices every day. No need to come to me."

Pockmark Liu didn't dare provoke Chang too much now. Chang's business had grown significantly; he had bought three brand-new large carts, applied for some kind of "license," and was hauling goods everywhere. It was said he already had over twenty men under him and had made a fortune. Some even said Chang had once worked for the famous "revolutionary" leader Chen Ke, driving a cart for him. Moreover, Chang had once been in the Boxers and was said to be a "First Brother" who had drunk charm-water and burned incense. Liu didn't want to offend him easily.

"But as you know, it's too hard to find a living in Beijing right now. Fourth Master, you're already a cart boss. Second Master Song, though I don't see him often, is clearly making good money given that silk outfit. We've drunk many a cup of tea together; surely you can point a way for me."

Second Master Song was far from being as open-hearted as Fourth Master Chang. He loved putting on airs; the little money he earned from raising pigeons was spent on this outfit after taking care of his family's food and drink. Hearing Liu's words, he became increasingly uneasy.

Fourth Master Chang's irritation with Liu's persistence grew. "Listen, Pockmark Liu, I earn my bread through my own strength; I'm no 'cart boss.' Those carts were bought with everyone's pooled money; it's not like I opened my own firm..."

As he spoke, Chang noticed Liu's eyes suddenly dart toward the door. A moment later, Liu stood up. "Fourth Master, someone's calling me outside. I'll be right back." With that, Liu hurried out.

Chang thought Liu would be gone for a while, finally allowing him some peace to eat and catch up with Second Master Song. But after only a few words with Song, Liu returned.

"What is the world coming to? Someone looking for people who dare to risk their lives actually came to me. What are they thinking?" Liu looked very displeased as he sat back down.

Chang could bear it no longer. He finished his noodles in a few bites, gulped down the soup, wiped his mouth, and stood up. "I have work this afternoon. I'm going."

In truth, Chang had no work that afternoon; he simply couldn't stand Liu's pestering. But as fate would have it, the more you want to avoid someone, the more you run into them. That evening, Pockmark Liu secretly sought out Chang at his home.

Fourth Master Chang wouldn't let a human trafficker into his home. As soon as he saw Liu at the door, he stepped outside, closed the door behind him with his hands behind his back, and whispered fiercely, "Pockmark Liu, what on earth do you want?"

Pockmark Liu didn't care about being scolded. He looked around nervously to ensure no one was watching and then dragged Chang to a secluded corner. In a voice only Chang could hear, he whispered, "Fourth Master, you saw those people looking for me at noon. They're looking for someone who dares to kill."

As if burned by hot coals, Chang tried to push Liu away. But Liu's grip was strong, and he held Chang's arm firmly. "They found me again this afternoon. Those people said... they want to kill a 'big figure' from the south."

No one in Beijing dared to openly say "People's Party" now; they used "those from the south" as a substitute. This news gave Fourth Master Chang a start. He was straightforward, but he wasn't stupid. He had already guessed what Liu was hinting at.

"Fourth Master, I wouldn't dare do such a thing. But thinking that you're also earning a living with those from the south, I felt that since we've shared tea for all these years, we should look out for one another. I've said my piece; whether you want to tell the people from the south is up to you. If you don't, then consider that we never met today. If you do, please put in a good word for me with them. I'll take my leave now." With that, Liu released Chang's arm and vanished into the darkness, leaving the stunned Fourth Master Chang standing there.

Chang didn't sleep well that night. Pockmark Liu's words put him in a difficult position. Logically, such matters had nothing to do with him, and staying away was best. But Chang had seen much of the world in Beijing. He knew the current stability of the city and his own carting business were built upon the compromise between the People's Party and Beiyang.

If things fell into chaos, there was no doubt his business would suffer. After much thought, he finally made his decision.

***

Pockmark Liu's "business" seemed to have opened; someone had sought him out to provide people. But when he excitedly went to meet the client, he realized something was wrong. The guide was an acquaintance, so Liu felt relatively safe at first. But once he saw the client, he knew it was trouble.

In the human trafficking business, Liu was well-traveled and experienced. Clients who bought people usually had something on their minds and would talk at length about their own affairs. But the person before him was highly focused—and that focus was entirely on Pockmark Liu. The several men beside him were physically strong and calm, clearly the type who dared to fight and kill. Liu struggled to maintain his composure; if he showed any fear, these men would surely resort to violence.

However, when the guide took a chance to slip away, Liu also hurried to stand. "What's the rush?" The man opposite him reached out and pressed down on his shoulder. Though Liu didn't look particularly strong, in a critical moment, his strength likely wasn't inferior to Fourth Master Chang's. Yet, when he was held down, he felt the immense strength in the other man's hand—far beyond what he could handle.

The guide seized the chance and vanished. Liu's vision suddenly went black as someone slipped a burlap sack over his head from behind. In the darkness, he felt several hands grabbing him. A moment later, he was bound tight, and even his mouth was gagged from outside the sack with a cloth band.

***

By late August 1911, the People's Party's intelligence agency in Beijing had received information from multiple sources, both active and passive: someone in the capital was looking to hire assassins. Normally, once intelligence was aggregated, the situation would become clear. But this time, the agency felt greatly perplexed.

The employer was Yuan Keding—various pieces of intelligence proved this. Yet Yuan Keding was actually trying to find "desperate" heroes from the Beijing-Tianjin underworld. Most of the "heroes" in the region were former "First Brothers" of the Boxers. The problem was that of the famous Boxer leaders from the Beijing, Tianjin, Hebei, and Shandong areas who had survived, the most prominent were now with the People's Party—men like Wu Xingchen, Pang Zi, and Chai Qingguo. As for those in the Shandong units, while the "First and Second Brothers" had mostly been purged, there were hundreds of former rank-and-file members. With this vast network of connections, the People's Party was extremely well-informed about local "heroes."

Thus, the Beijing intelligence department couldn't understand if the reports they were receiving were true. The comrades had long been mentally prepared for all-out war with Beiyang; the question was *when* the war would start, not *if*. The focus of their doubt was: "Yuan Keding is Yuan Shikai's son, after all." He shouldn't be stupid enough to go to this extent. If he were carrying out Yuan Shikai's orders, he should definitely not be acting like this. If Yuan Shikai wanted to assassinate Chen Ke, he would surely send men from the military and ensure no word leaked beforehand.

Chen Ke had required the intelligence department to strengthen their studies, and in the vocabulary they had learned, "Yuan Keding's actions are completely illogical."

However, the comrades didn't dare assume this was just a groundless rumor. The intelligence was immediately passed up to the People's Party headquarters. The Beijing intelligence department finally decided to infiltrate Yuan Keding's inner circle to find out what was truly happening from the inside.

"I think we might as well do this: let's send someone to earn that reward money," Tao Zhengdao, the head of the Beijing intelligence department, proposed his plan.

***

Chen Ke didn't react with too much excitement upon receiving the news. In these chaotic times, effectively protecting his own safety was a responsibility he had to bear for his comrades. The People's Internal Affairs Committee paid extra attention to such matters; for instance, the bodyguards for all military and civil cadres, including Chen Ke's own, were assigned after screening by the Committee.

The effective grassroots management system established in the base areas also included security and prevention work. The strict household registration system and the travel permit system were all designed to ensure the safety of the base areas.

Chen Ke was not misled by this intelligence. Historically, the Yuan family had pinned many a "shit-pot" on Yuan Keding's head—for example, the story that Yuan Keding printed fake newspapers to deceive his father. Chen Ke didn't believe that at all. Yuan Shikai was no three-year-old child; how could he be fooled by a single newspaper?

Yuan Shikai's decision to become Emperor was his own; even if Yuan Keding printed fake papers, he couldn't manipulate the National Assembly. Regardless of the means Yuan Shikai used against the Assembly, they had ultimately passed the resolution to elect him Emperor.

Chen Ke's judgment was that this was most likely Yuan Keding's private action. Yuan Shikai would never leave behind such evidence when doing business, let alone such a ridiculous piece of evidence. Even if he were to conduct an assassination, it should be like the case of Song Jiaoren—a situation full of lingering doubts. To have the intent to assassinate known by so many people before even finding the killers... Yuan Shikai could never botch things to such an extent.

This could have been seen as a joke, but Chen Ke could not view it as such. It wasn't that he was afraid of death, but rather that once Yuan Keding was involved, it was no longer possible to brush the matter aside as a mere prank.

Even Chen Ke could not do that.
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Yan Fu did not enjoy being an official. This "elderly handsome man" was multi-lingual, possessor of vast erudition, and a man of noble character. Whether in practical matters or theoretical ones, he was a first-rate talent of the late Qing and early Republican era. Yet, Yan Fu did not like officialdom because he truly did not understand, nor did he truly like, the machinations of the late Qing bureaucracy.

By the cultural standards of "New China," Yan Fu was a man of impeccably high academic credentials. In 1866, he enrolled in the Mawei Shipping Academy, majoring in navigation. Five years later, in 1872, he graduated with distinction and spent the next five years as an intern on the warships *Jianwei* and *Yangwu*. From 1877 to 1879, Yan Fu and others were sent as government-sponsored students to Britain. They didn't study at some "West Pacific University" or similar diploma mill, but at the world's finest naval institutions. He first attended Portsmouth University and later transferred to the Royal Naval College, Greenwich.

Upon returning from his studies, Yan Fu taught at the Beiyang Naval Academy, then the highest naval institution in China. He started as a junior instructor and worked his way up to Superintendent—equivalent to the President of a naval academy today. During his tenure, he was also involved in the operation and construction of the Tianjin Machine Bureau, which was then the largest military industrial enterprise in China and even Asia. With such credentials and experience in New China, Yan Fu would undoubtedly be a figure of immense renown.

Add to this his achievements as a translator and his actions as a "thinker" of sorts. Should Yan Fu pass away, the news would be broadcast on the national evening news; state leaders would personally attend the memorial service, bowing three times to his body draped in the Party flag. Media reports and news stories commemorating his life and contributions would continue for some time.

However, in the era of the Manchu Qing, Yan Fu's true status was awkward. He could only be called "not much of anything." This was because Yan Fu "lacked a degree." Due to his father's death in 1866 when Yan Fu was twelve, he was forced to abandon the "proper path of the Imperial Examinations" and instead enter a vocational school where the state provided jobs.

In 1872 (the 11th year of Tongzhi), Yan Fu obtained the qualification for an expectant circuit intendant. In 1889 (the 15th year of Guangxi), he purchased the rank of sub-prefect and was appointed to wait for a vacancy as a prefect, being assigned as the deputy superintendent of the Beiyang Naval Academy. On October 8, 1891 (the 16th year of Guangxi), Yan Fu obtained the rank of candidate intendant. This was because Li Hongzhang, in a petition for awards for the development of the navy, mentioned in an attached list: "Lü Yaodou, an expectant intendant of Zhili, is proposed to be placed at the head of the candidate list for appointment," and "the expectant prefects Ma Fuheng, Bao Lanzheng, and Yan Fu are proposed to be exempted from the selection for their current rank and instead be chosen early for vacancies as intendants."

If one were to compare his academic background and relevant positions to New China, Yan Fu's experience could be described as: "Due to Yan Fu having always been engaged in the naval profession and failing to pass the civil service examination, all of his positions were merely temporary contract work."

It sounds absurd, but in the era of the Manchu Qing, this was perfectly normal. In that age, "all paths are low, only scholarship is high." One took the examinations to become an official, and one became an official to rule over others. As for professional knowledge—especially naval knowledge—it was not considered an academic background particularly worthy of respect or recognition. Such a background was certainly not equal to that of the Imperial Examinations.

The reason the Manchu Qing system was called "backward" was precisely because it failed to comprehensively introduce a scientific system. It was called "corrupt" because it was essentially opposed to equality and sought to maintain hierarchy.

Yan Fu's naval and industrial education and experience meant he could never become a member of the acknowledged "ruling class" within that system. The knowledge and understanding he had accumulated in his profession made him a misfit within that order.

Of course, Yan Fu hadn't failed to "resist." After becoming an official, he sat for the Imperial Examinations four times and suffered crushing defeats each time. Later, when he had gained a certain level of influence, he even designed a new "educational system." But these "resistances" were ultimately futile; they could change neither Yan Fu's fate nor the fate of China.

It was only after Yan Fu joined the base areas that he truly found the "sense of belonging" he had dreamt of.

The system established by the People's Party—or rather, the system Chen Ke had established—was a comprehensive copy of New China. Through compulsory education, it ensured the masses could effectively communicate with society through knowledge. Professional education was used to train the vocational abilities of the laborers. "All people are equal; in the revolution, there is only a difference in division of labor, not in status or dignity." This was a slogan Chen Ke had copied.

In the new Chinese educational system Yan Fu had once designed, he had also bashfully tried to replace the Imperial Examinations with compulsory education. While his dream was still a mere paper design, the People's Party had already vigorously begun implementing the new educational system. As one of the few "professional military laborers" in China at the time who possessed both theory and practice, Yan Fu suddenly found that all his credentials received extremely high evaluations within this new regime.

Whether serving as the Minister of Education or the Principal of the Naval Academy, Yan Fu clearly saw that what the People's Party respected was not merely which university he had attended, but the professional knowledge and abilities he had gained through study. The People's Party's educational system was not fostering people whose sole purpose was to be officials; it was fostering laborers who could get things done. Officials were selected through an internal mechanism from the laborers of various industries.

The frustrations of Yan Fu's life were dispelled in the base areas, and his lifelong hopes were realized there. This was one of the fundamental reasons he was wholeheartedly committed to the revolution.

When the letter from Yuan Shikai inviting him to serve as the Premier of the Republic's cabinet reached his hands, the first feeling of this "elderly handsome man" was: "Yuan Xiangcheng, you must be joking."

The officialdom of the late Qing had left Yan Fu with too many "not at all beautiful" memories. To abandon the comfortable days of exercising his talents in the base areas and run off to be a "Premier" destined to be obstructed by all sides—to suffer a second time—Yan Fu believed that unless he had lost his mind, he would absolutely never engage in such nonsense.

However, Chen Ke's attitude surprised him. After reading the letter Yan Fu presented, Chen Ke said calmly, "Comrade Yan Fu, if the Organization requires you to serve as this Premier, are you willing to go?"

"Why?" Yan Fu asked seriously.

"I will speak specifically about this at the meeting," Chen Ke replied, still calm.

According to the observations of the cadres in the base areas, generally speaking, when Chen Ke adopted such a calm expression, it meant something had happened, and he had gathered all his mental faculties to face the problem. Rather than calling it a feigned calmness, it was better described as a self-adjustment Chen Ke made before entering a state of intense struggle.

"When is the meeting?"

"Immediately."

***

Chen Ke, like the vast majority of people born in the 1970s and 80s, had a certain aversion to propaganda, considering most of it to be empty talk. Similarly, he was often moved to tears by the heroic deeds of the Party's martyrs in history.

It was only after he began the revolution himself that Chen Ke gradually developed his own analysis. Propaganda after the Reform and Opening-up era rarely discussed the specific processes of how things were done. Instead, it took a few "heroic acts," magnified them without limit, and then gilded them. What was originally a good thing, after such processing, turned into something revolting.

Take the frequently appearing phrase "regarding death as going home." When facing danger, anyone would first seek their own safety and avoid death. Any human being would choose thus. Chen Ke absolutely did not want to die an untimely death, for that was written in the most fundamental part of human genes—it was a human instinct.

But the position Chen Ke now held made it inevitable that he would become a target for assassination by various forces. Faced with this fact, he could only accept it and not fear it at all. To complete his current work, he needed to stay alive and keep working. Just as when he moved through the battlefield, he had to kill the enemy to complete the mission rather than prioritizing his own safety.

This was a form of "regarding death as going home," but not because Chen Ke personally possessed some world-shaking virtue. All of this was merely a "requirement of the work." Chen Ke had no right to demand his safety be placed above the work. If he feared death, he could have abandoned the task long ago; since he had taken the job, he had to willingly bear the risks it brought.

With this mindset, Chen Ke felt nothing at all about the plan to assassinate him. There was neither anger nor unease. Facing a group of comrades who were burning with rage after learning the news, Chen Ke spoke calmly: "Yuan Keding is a man of no talent. He is merely one among many who want to carry out an assassination. Again: who are our enemies, and who are our friends? This is the primary question of the revolution. Not just for the revolution as a whole, but based on the different interests in every single matter—each will have its own friends and enemies. Today's enemy might be tomorrow's collaborator, and today's friend might be tomorrow's rival over interests. Everyone must remain calm."

"We absolutely cannot let Yuan Keding off, let alone Yuan Shikai!" Pang Zi had already begun shouting.

"That's right! They want to assassinate us? Let's strike first and eliminate the whole Yuan family!" Chai Qingguo followed up.

Within the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army, there were many who held irreconcilable blood feuds with Yuan Shikai's Beiyang clique. Although Wu Xingchen's character was relatively composed, his eyes were also flashing at this moment.

While a normal person could certainly choose such a response, Chen Ke believed the People's Party must not. This wasn't "magnanimity"; rather, the People's Party represented the interests of the people who needed revolution—it represented China's most fundamental interests. Thus, when he was threatened, not only could he not put his own emotions first, but he had to put China's interests at the very front.

"Comrades, Yuan Keding's hostility toward me is not because of a personal grudge; he is hostile toward the entire People's Party. When we consider this problem, we must do so from the perspective of our People's Party," Chen Ke said.

As soon as Chen Ke finished, Pang Zi replied fiercely, "If friends come, we have fine wine; if jackals come, we have hunting rifles! Chairman Chen, considering this from the perspective of our People's Party, we absolutely cannot let that son of a bitch off! Just say the word, and I'll go to Beijing right now and bring that brat's head back for everyone!"

Pang Zi's words, filled with the People's Party's "action-oriented" style, forced Chen Ke to smile. "Alright, then my words were flawed. We must not only consider the problem from the perspective of the People's Party; we must first consider it from the perspective of China. If it were just Yuan Keding alone who wanted to assassinate me, it wouldn't be surprising. In truth, there are countless former landlords and gentry in the base areas who want to kill me. We took their land; hatred based on such interests can never be eliminated. Do you think Yuan Shikai doesn't want to kill me? He does. Aside from the Beiyang clique, do the other provinces that feel threatened by our People's Party not want to kill me? It's not just us Chinese; the Germans want to kill me now, and the foreign powers who realize the People's Party is guarding China's fundamental interests all want to kill me. Even some foreign companies at the level of commercial competition want to kill me."

Hearing Chen Ke list the various targets of contradiction, Pang Zi went silent. The comrades of the People's Party firmly believed their actions were absolutely righteous, and with the Party moving from one victory to another, they had inevitably begun to ignore their enemies. Now, listening to Chen Ke explain the conflicting parties at every level, everyone suddenly realized that, without noticing it, the People's Party had reached a situation where enemies were everywhere.

"In this matter, did everyone notice one thing? Yuan Keding first paid visits to a group of foreign ministers. In other words, besides domestic forces, foreign powers have intervened in this matter, trying to secure their own interests through it." Chen Ke led the discussion to a new level.

"We can even fight the German devils; we have nothing to fear." Pang Zi had not participated in the Central Committee's earliest discussions on reaching a temporary agreement with Beiyang, so he still had a "fearless" style. The battle to capture Qingdao had indeed given him sufficient confidence. Many other comrades were not so optimistic; at least, no one supported Pang Zi's attitude.

The People's Party's meeting system was a comprehensive copy of the Party back home; it was very democratic, relying on presenting facts and reasoning to persuade rather than using status to suppress. Chen Ke could dominate the meetings he attended because he knew more and considered things more comprehensively; he could gain sufficient support by persuading other comrades.

Now, with the growth of the People's Party's power, more comrades were able to engage with the world at a higher and broader level. Furthermore, the People's Party did not hide facts internally, nor did it rely on a monopoly of knowledge to secure its position. Even if the comrades' innate talents didn't reach the world's top level, their insight and experience were extremely considerable.

Quickly, the British were excluded from the range of those supporting or inciting the assassination. What the British sought was the success of the trade quota; once a full-scale conflict between the People's Party and Beiyang broke out, the result would be the immediate evaporation of the economic interests the British were about to secure. This wasn't to say the British wouldn't support assassinating Chen Ke, but rather that they wouldn't support it *now*.

The "Russian bears" were relatively straightforward; their external goal was to seize land. Logically, if a Chinese civil war broke out, they would be very happy. However, Chen Ke believed the possibility of them being involved in such a thing was actually not great. The problem with the Russians was a lack of strategic wit; if they participated, they would sincerely want to make the assassination succeed. But the current "Yuan Keding assassination conspiracy" existed in all ways except for having the possibility of success. This was absolutely not the Russian way of thinking.

In China and the Far East, the French followed the British. It was possible they would instinctively blow the problem out of proportion, but the possibility of them forcefully pushing such an agenda was low.

The Germans seemed the most suspicious, but in fact, German interests would be extremely difficult to guarantee in such a chaotic situation. The British had long wanted to squeeze the Germans out of the Far East. The heavy artillery of the Qingdao fortress was all pointed toward the sea; there were very few pointed toward the land. The British would absolutely never allow the Germans to take advantage of the chaos to re-occupy Qingdao.

As for Yuan Shikai, who seemed the most suspicious, Yuan Keding's actions were less about "helping his father" and more about "harming his father." It was obvious that Yuan Shikai was not prepared for war with the People's Party; in a sense, he was also a victim of this incident. If the assassination succeeded and Chen Ke were killed, the People's Party would never let Yuan Shikai off. Setting aside the mobilization of the four hundred thousand Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army, even just mobilizing the hundred thousand troops in Huaihai Province—combined with the "heroes" of Shandong and Hebei who had once ravaged Beijing—the People's Party would not only destroy the Beiyang regime but could also wipe out the entire families of all Beiyang officials.

What remained were the Japanese, a deluded Yuan Keding, and some fringe forces with ulterior motives.

"This sounds like a conspiracy," Pang Zi said. He wasn't stupid at all; the reason for his earlier loss of composure was his deep-rooted hatred for Yuan Shikai, and his belief that this was a step before some major power formally declared all-out war—the "decapitation tactic" Chen Ke had spoken of before.

But after the discussion, the action indeed looked like a carefully planned conspiracy. The planner hid in the shadows, waiting for the deceived parties to strike, waiting to seize benefits.

Wu Xingchen spoke up. "Commander Pang, besides being Yuan Shikai's son, Yuan Keding is nothing. Because what he represents is merely his personal interest; he can't even represent the interests of his father. And Yuan Keding thinks himself very clever, believing his actions can realize his own interests. If no one provided him with support, he would never dare do such a thing on his own. Since someone is working hard to push this, it's most reliable to look for the instigator based on the resulting changes in interest."

When it came to playing at conspiracy, Pang Zi was no novice. When he fled to the Taihang Mountains, he had played the game of "fire-fighting Wang Lun." With his mindset corrected, he did not oppose Wu Xingchen's view.

Seeing that everyone now had the correct train of thought, Chen Ke said loudly, "Comrades, if this matter comes to light and becomes known to the world, it means we will have completely broken with Beiyang. China's temporary stability will be shattered, and the nation will enter an all-out civil war. At least at this moment, such a civil war would be an act that greatly harms China's interests."

Having cast aside personal stances and emotional influence, the comrades all agreed with this view.

Seeing that no one opposed him, Chen Ke continued loudly, "Then, we must define these people. The planners of this matter are attempting to gain their own interests by triggering a Chinese civil war; they are placing their own interests above China's. These people—whether Chinese or foreign—are enemies. Not just enemies of our People's Party, but enemies of the entire nation of China. Against the enemies of China, our People's Party will never let them off!"
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When Wu Xingchen returned to the People's Party for his political review, the Central Committee acted with great confidence. The Party's political work was absolutely capable of overriding traditional personal authority, and thus he retained his position as Commander of the Shandong Military District. Pang Zi didn't understand such nuanced matters; after joining the Shandong base area, he naturally continued to follow his "Big Brother Wu." In major matters, Pang Zi was still willing to consult with Wu Xingchen.

The outcome of the People's Party's discussion regarding the "Yuan Keding assassination incident" left Pang Zi very dissatisfied. It wasn't because the discussion ultimately revealed that the mastermind likely wasn't Yuan Keding—that Keding was merely being manipulated. Within the Party, with Chen Ke leading the way, they were attempting to handle Beiyang peacefully. Aside from severely punishing Yuan Keding, the primary targets for suppression were the black hands behind the scenes. Pang Zi believed the hidden enemies must be severely punished. The problem was that the Yuan family, especially Yuan Shikai, should also be severely punished.

Challenging Chen Ke's proposal was clearly unrealistic, and getting a resolution for severe punishment of Yuan Shikai into the People's Party's official decisions was extremely difficult. It was impossible for Pang Zi to do it alone. Thus, he went to find Wu Xingchen.

"That's impossible. The Party Committee already has a train of thought regarding the decision on Yuan Shikai and Beiyang," Wu Xingchen resolutely rejected Pang Zi's request.

"Big Brother Wu, I support all the Party Committee's other decisions, but on the matter of the attitude toward Yuan Shikai, couldn't you look out for us brothers a bit?" Pang Zi pleaded earnestly. "He killed so many of our people, and now in the Party Committee's stance, they actually consider Yuan Shikai a victim. It's not fair."

"Comrade Pang Zi, we are first and foremost members of the People's Party. The Party's decisions must be obeyed at all times. This is the most basic level of organizational discipline. Personal grievances must be placed after organizational discipline," Wu Xingchen said with iron determination.

"Big Brother Wu, we've gone through life and death together, seeking no reward. Can't you even agree to this one small thing? Yuan Shikai is not innocent." Pang Zi was not convinced by Wu Xingchen's few words; instead, he tried to persuade Wu.

Wu Xingchen replied with a cold face, "Comrade Pang Zi, to become a member of the People's Party is to obey the Party's discipline consistently. It's not like you are a Party member most of the time but can choose not to be a Party member in a few instances. At all times, you must be a member of the People's Party and consistently obey its discipline."

"Then... shouldn't our People's Party look out for its own comrades? And I'm not saying we should do anything wrong. Yuan Shikai was always a great counter-revolutionary. We'll fight him and Beiyang eventually anyway. Taking him out now would save a lot of trouble later." Pang Zi had no intention of giving up and continued to "reason" with him.

Wu Xingchen finally lost his patience. He let out a long, heavy breath from his nose. "Old Third, it seems you don't want to obey the Party Committee's decision at all."

"Big Brother Wu, I want the Party Committee to let us brothers vent our anger. Just this once—after this, I will never ask the Party Committee for anything again," Pang Zi said, his brow furrowed deeply.

Wu Xingchen could bear it no longer. In his agitation, he poked his left index finger onto the table several times before speaking. "Failing to obey the Party Committee once shows you are unwilling to obey its decisions. Why would there be a 'next time'? Old Third, you can never place your own attitude above the Party Committee. That is organizational discipline. It's a matter of principle. Not even once is acceptable."

"So, does that mean for our entire lives we can only sell our lives for the Organization, and the Organization will never stand up for us?" Seeing he couldn't persuade Wu Xingchen, Pang Zi finally spoke his mind.

"Overthrowing Yuan Shikai is an inevitable general direction. As long as he doesn't die of natural causes first, we will surely see that day. Even if he's lucky and dies early, the Beiyang clique certainly won't escape. But *when* to strike is something that must be decided by the Organization. Old Third, it's not like you can't speak up in the Party Committee meetings, but you didn't fight for it yourself. What are you trying to do now?" Wu Xingchen asked back angrily.

"What use is speaking in the Party Committee? Chairman Chen obviously doesn't want to move against the Yuan family this time. What did you want me to say?"

"This isn't Chairman Chen's idea; it's the Party Committee's idea. If you think this is Chairman Chen's personal idea, you don't need to come to me. Go talk to Chairman Chen about it." Wu Xingchen was no longer willing to spend energy trying to persuade Pang Zi. He was someone who had passed a political review, after all, and the first rule of passing a review was to recognize the relationship between the Party organization and the individual. The People's Party's organizational discipline stipulated that the individual must obey the Party organization's decisions; there was no discussion on this matter. If an individual did not obey the Party organization's decision, there was no room for negotiation; it was definitely a mistake of the individual lacking organization and discipline.

Pang Zi's current actions were already a serious violation of organizational discipline. If he had fought his case during a meeting, the Party's discipline of open discussion would have protected him; encouraging open speech and honest dialogue among comrades was a basic rule, falling under the category of intra-Party democracy. But privately forming factions and attempting to use individual action to oppose the Party's decision—that was an absolutely intolerable error.

Wu Xingchen, out of brotherly affection, was still trying to persuade him. If it were anyone else, Wu would have kicked them out long ago. And not just kicked them out; he would have publicly criticized such extremely wrong actions in the Party Committee meeting.

Pang Zi thought his request in this matter was not excessive. He obeyed the Party's command precisely so the Party would help him fulfill his wishes in his time of greatest need. Up to now, he had completed every task excellently, and now that he truly had a request of the Party organization, he felt they should give him some "face." Not to mention, Yuan Shikai was not just his enemy but also the enemy of the People's Party.

Looking at the angry Wu Xingchen, Pang Zi felt very aggrieved. He was the one who should be angry, wasn't he? He had worked so hard, only to find that in the end, not even a single personal request could be met. Yet according to Wu Xingchen, he was even in the wrong. The more he thought about it, the more wronged he felt. He shouted, "Big Brother Wu, you've changed! In the old days, you were a man of peerless loyalty, always treating your brothers' affairs as your own. Now, for the sake of your official position, you no longer care about your brothers' blood feuds."

"Shut your mother's mouth!" Wu Xingchen was finally enraged, and he cursed loudly. "The People's Party is not a sworn brotherhood; it's not a bandit lair. We are conducting a revolution; we are seeking a way forward and creating a tomorrow for the laborers. You can't just think of your own little affairs at a critical moment. Pang Zi, if a civil war breaks out, how many people will die untimely deaths? How many of our comrades will die? What right do you have to ask these comrades to die for you?"

Cursed out like this, Pang Zi also became enraged. His face turned red, and his neck thickened as he retorted, "A civil war will have to be fought eventually! People won't die then?"

"When it's time for a civil war, it's because the people need liberation—it's a war of liberation. As the vanguard of the laborers, we have the obligation to bear that sacrifice. At that time, it's fighting for the liberation of China. How is that like your current request? You want others to fight for you now. Is there any logic in that? What right do you have?!" Wu Xingchen's voice was like thunder, completely overwhelming Pang Zi's volume.

Pang Zi's lips trembled with rage. "So all the merit I've accumulated counts for nothing?!"

"What do you mean by 'merit'? This is the work you're supposed to do! If you don't do it well, I'll remove you and have someone else do it! When we're in battle, so many soldiers charge forward—is charging forward 'merit'? You try taking a step back and see if I don't carry out battlefield discipline!" Wu Xingchen shouted, slamming his hand on the table.

Though they were shouting fiercely, Wu Xingchen was also a martial artist and could hear clearly: there were faint footsteps outside, more than one set. The bodyguards for both himself and Pang Zi had likely been alerted, as had other comrades on duty.

At this point, Wu Xingchen knew this matter could not be hushed up; the People's Party's discipline simply didn't allow for it. He rose, pulled open the door, and shouted to those outside, "Commander Pang's bodyguards, come here!"

Two young soldiers were in the courtyard. Hearing Wu Xingchen's roar, they hurried forward. "Report, Chief! What are your orders?"

Wu Xingchen said loudly with a dark expression, "Take your Commander Pang to your division's political commissar immediately, along with my bodyguards. Tell him I am ordering Commander Pang to be placed in confinement for three days. After the three days, the division commissar must have a talk with him. And not just him—I will also send the military district commissar to talk to him. Execute the order now!"

The bodyguards, though not knowing what to say, didn't resist and simply replied with a "Yes." They entered the room. "Commander Pang, let's go."

"Comrade Wu Xingchen, you're something else. I truly misjudged you," Pang Zi said, his body trembling with rage as he pointed at Wu. Despite his anger, there were tears in his eyes. With that, Pang Zi left the room under the "escort" of his own bodyguards and Wu's.

Wu Xingchen was also trembling with rage. It was never his intention to have such a falling out with Pang Zi, but during the political review, he had learned one thing: organizational discipline is organizational discipline. There was no room for compromise in such matters. After joining the People's Party, one no longer worked for oneself but for the liberation of the Chinese people, for the cause of the laborers becoming the masters of their own house—fighting, sacrificing, and dedicating oneself. This was the sole obligation of a People's Party member.

It wasn't that an individual couldn't request something from the Organization, but that the purpose of the People's Party was the liberation of the Chinese people, not the fulfillment of the personal wishes of its members. Thus, in the oath of joining the Party, it was repeatedly emphasized that members must obey the Party's political ideals. And members were required to solemnly swear that their lifelong highest goal was the cause of the liberation of the Chinese people.
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The news of Pang Zi being placed in solitary confinement quickly reached the comrades of the Central Committee. Everyone was aware of Pang Zi’s personal vendetta against Yuan Shikai, and no one found his sentiments problematic. The real shock triggered by this incident was the question of the fundamental relationship between an individual and the organization. In the eyes of many, Wu Xingchen’s clean and decisive handling of the matter seemed somewhat "simple and crude."

Wu Xingchen did not believe he had done anything wrong. Though he felt a flicker of trepidation when he sought out Chen Ke in private, Chen’s words set his mind at ease. "Commander Wu, your judgment in this matter was correct. There isn't much room for debate regarding the relationship between an individual and the Party organization. We are not here for a 'gathering of heroes' in the bandit sense; we are here for a revolution based on shared goals."

"Comrade Pang Zi isn't acting out of personal interest, I can guarantee that," Wu Xingchen replied.

"I know. It is perfectly normal for Comrade Pang Zi to hate Yuan Shikai. However, he surely feels wronged. The ideological education work will likely face significant resistance."

Listening to Chen Ke’s gentle tone and looking into his bright eyes, Wu Xingchen did not dare to probe too deeply. He simply spoke the truth. "Chairman Chen, I have great expectations for Comrade Pang Zi. I hope he can take on more important responsibilities, so I don't want him to harbor any ideological errors."

Having said this, Wu Xingchen carefully watched Chen Ke’s expression. As he expected, Chen Ke showed no sign of surprise, nor did he put on an air of profound mystery to bait Wu further. "It is human nature to want the comrades close to you to progress. But for Comrade Pang Zi to pass this test, it will be very difficult. This isn't something that can be easily resolved by a stint in confinement or a talk with a political commissar."

This was a standard conversation, yet Wu Xingchen felt a chill run down his spine. From the moment he first met Chen Ke, he had felt an instinctive awe toward him. Wu Xingchen had met many people, and they gave him various impressions—liking or disliking them, agreeing or disagreeing. Even with those who were openly hostile, Wu had never felt this kind of dread.

In Wu Xingchen’s view, what made Chen Ke different was not just his encyclopedic knowledge or broad vision. Given enough time and energy, many people could achieve those. Through various study programs, the People's Party was constantly teaching modern knowledge to the comrades; what once seemed like Chen Ke’s "miraculous abilities" were no longer surprising.

As his own knowledge and understanding grew, there was one thing Wu Xingchen became increasingly wary of: no matter how the surface appearance changed, everyone, at their core, looked out for themselves. Whether it was altruism, shared ownership, Communism, or the Socialist system, in Wu Xingchen’s view, these were all tools that *had* to be adopted to solve immediate problems.

In their hearts, however, even the most outstanding comrades of the People's Party were fundamentally different from Chen Ke. Everyone else believed there was a finish line—that as long as they crossed a certain threshold, they would reach a state of safety and stability. But in Chen Ke, there seemed to be no such boundary. He never seemed to stop, always moving toward an even more distant horizon.

Because of this, Chen Ke appeared magnanimous. It was as if he had already experienced every hardship and trial the comrades were going through. His attitude seemed "tolerant," but in reality, it was just that nothing he saw surprised him. Wu Xingchen had no idea what the ultimate outcome of following such a person would be.

Using the incident with Pang Zi as a pretext, Wu Xingchen asked, "Chairman Chen, can’t a person consider their own interests just once?"

"Of course they can. It’s no problem if they consider themselves every single time," Chen Ke laughed.

"I feel that Pang Zi’s considerations are somewhat different from yours. Where do you see the difference? I mean, from the perspective of personal considerations, where is the distinction?" Wu Xingchen wanted an explanation outside of organizational discipline. If it was always the same grand principles about the interests of the People's Party, he felt he might go mad.

"Comrade Pang Zi believes the matter between him and Yuan Shikai is not over. When he decided to kill Yuan Shikai, he thought it would be the end of something. But in my view, wanting to kill Yuan Shikai is the beginning of something." Chen Ke did not lecture on discipline; he followed Wu Xingchen's desired line of reasoning.

However, the leap in this answer was too great, momentarily exceeding Wu Xingchen’s comprehension. He frowned and thought for a long time, unable to connect the facts with this theory.

"He has a feud with Yuan Shikai. How is that a 'beginning'?"

"His feud with Yuan Shikai is a result of everyone’s uprising back then. Comrade Pang Zi believes that uprising hasn't ended. He originally thought the result of the uprising would be their victory. But the actual result was a crushing defeat, with many loved ones killed. Comrade Pang Zi does not see joining the People's Party's revolution as a brand-new start. He is still trying to make up for his past failure. Personally, I think it's a 'redemption' mindset. He is still firmly nailed to that failure from ten years ago, unable to move. In this regard, I pity him," Chen Ke replied.

"You mean, because Comrade Pang Zi thinks our revolution is the same thing as Uncle Jing Tingbin’s rebellion back then—at least the enemy is the same—he thinks the organization should accommodate him when dealing with Yuan Shikai?" Wu Xingchen suddenly understood.

"That is my personal view. As for whether that is truly the case, we would have to ask Comrade Pang Zi himself," Chen Ke’s voice remained calm.

Wu Xingchen nodded repeatedly. Put that way, the root of the problem was perfectly clear. Having faced life and death with Pang Zi, Wu knew he was a very sentimental person. If he hadn't been pushed to the brink, he never would have joined the People's Party. Of course, Pang Zi was also a man of honor; once he joined, he worked his heart out. However, in terms of understanding, Pang Zi currently had a significant misalignment with the revolution.

"I’ll go talk to Pang Zi right now," Wu Xingchen said excitedly.

"Don't be in such a hurry. Since we've put him in confinement, let him cool down first. I suspect Comrade Pang Zi’s sense of defiance is still very strong right now."

Things were much as Chen Ke predicted. Pang Zi never imagined he would be locked up by his elder brother, Wu Xingchen. His personality was on the extreme side, and the fact of being confined actually made him feel like he didn't have to care about anything anymore. After spending a night in the cell and letting go of his composure, he started shouting at the top of his lungs, denouncing Yuan Shikai’s past atrocities against the people and the threat Yuan posed to the People's Party.

After shouting for half the day with no one paying attention, Pang Zi finally grew tired. Leaning back in the cramped cell and panting, his thoughts turned extreme again. His contributions weren't being recognized at all, yet he was being hammered this hard for such a small thing. What exactly was the People's Party organization trying to do? Normally, no matter how he talked about work, it never ended like this. Was it possible someone had wanted to get him for a long time and had finally found an excuse?

If such a person existed, it certainly wouldn't be Brother Wu Xingchen. Even if Brother Wu had changed, he had always treated his brothers with total sincerity. The one playing dirty behind his back definitely wasn't Wu.

Then who was it? Pang Zi went through everyone from Chen Ke to Shang Yuan to everyone else he knew, but he couldn't figure it out. The more he thought, the more agitated he became. He jumped up and kicked the door of the cell violently. "Let me out! Do you hear me? Let me out!"

The purpose of confinement was to make one calm down, so the door to explanation wouldn't budge. The guards outside had seen this many times. Although a high-ranking cadre like Pang Zi had never been in there before, the other comrades who had been confined had fully demonstrated the cell's power. Some cursed, some wailed, some even threatened suicide. But after a few days, these comrades would quiet down, which always helped in restoring their emotional state. Making a ruckus in the cell meant the person was fine. If they didn't make any noise at all, that was when people started to worry.

After a day of confinement, Pang Zi began to realize its power. Humans need interaction with others to confirm their own existence. Pang Zi was someone who loved company; being suddenly thrown into a small dark room all alone was something even he couldn't quite take.

"Was I wrong?" This thought finally surfaced.

Previously, he had always thought he was right and everyone else was wrong. In that state of mind, he dared to make a scene. Once he started to doubt himself, Pang Zi thought back to everything that had happened since he joined the People's Party, and he found himself completely lost.

If he had to describe his feelings after joining the Party, Pang Zi felt it could only be summed up by "lots of people, large scale." Back during Uncle Jing Tingbin’s uprising, they had gathered dozens of bands of "heroes" from Hebei and Shandong. Each band had its own men. There were indeed tens or even hundreds of thousands of brothers, but Pang Zi never saw many of them. The core personnel were only a few dozen, and even with all the hangers-on, the number of people he actually laid eyes on was only a few thousand at most. Back then, because of the food supply, Pang Zi didn't dare to sincerely interact with the other bands. All they ever talked about was eating, drinking, and housing; as a young junior, Pang Zi had no say in such matters, let alone the ability to solve them.

In the People's Party, if they said there were a certain number of people, that was exactly how many there were. There were no vague estimates in the unit designations or troop movements. Every morning and evening drill was roll call. If one person was missing, they had to figure out exactly what happened. In such a large collective, Pang Zi had to learn to cooperate with his comrades. The staff department, the logistics department—every department had its own functions. Just figuring out which department to go to for a particular problem had taken him a significant amount of time.

Beyond basic cooperation, there were all the meetings and various studies. In the past, the "jianghu" world operated on a command model: if you joined my faction, you listened to me. In the People's Party, the education Pang Zi received was that for any task, all comrades had to understand it and know their own position within that work.

As a typical figure of "bandit style," Pang Zi had frequently clashed with his comrades and received his fair share of criticism.

But he could accept all the friction of this collective. This was because the Worker-Peasant Revolutionary Army practiced equality and democracy. Matters were put on the table; no one played mind games. Everything was said to your face, so no one had to spend all day worrying about infighting. Compared to the world of the jianghu, the Worker-Peasant Revolutionary Army was a comfortable place. Pang Zi left the political work to the commissar and focused solely on fighting.

Until Brother Wu Xingchen threw him into the cell, Pang Zi thought his life was going pretty well. As long as he could get his revenge, he wouldn't have much to complain about, no matter how much longer this life lasted.

But now, he had been thrown into a dark cell by Brother Wu, and the pain and internal torment of this moment far exceeded his imagination.



★


Extremely Reluctant Compromise 17

Volume 4 - Chapter 145

❧ ❧ ❧


# Chapter 145: Extremely Reluctant Compromise (Part 17)

After three days of what felt like complete isolation from the world, Pang Zi's former arrogance had vanished entirely. When he emerged from the confinement cell, the intense glare of the sun forced him to squint his eyes for a long time.

To his surprise, it wasn't a bodyguard waiting for him at the door, but Wu Xingchen, Chai Qingguo, and the division's political commissar, Li Yong. The three stood there with half-smiles on their faces, which made Pang Zi feel quite embarrassed. After standing there awkwardly for a while, he finally spoke. "I've made a fool of myself, a fool of myself. Stop laughing at me, everyone."

"Haha, Old Third, so you know when you've made a fool of yourself," Chai Qingguo laughed loudly, though without much mirth.

"Comrade Pang Zi, Chairman Chen has entrusted us to talk with you. Let's start as soon as we get back," Wu Xingchen said, his voice equally devoid of laughter.

The message Wu Xingchen brought was simple: Pang Zi's understanding of "completing what was started" was incorrect. The People's Party revolution was a new beginning, not merely a simple continuation of the popular uprisings led by Jing Tingbin and Zhao Sanduo. In a different historical context, one could not simply equate the two under the singular goal of "overthrowing Yuan Shikai."

"I understand," Pang Zi replied after listening. After three days of confinement, he was truly subdued. Whether Chen Ke's words were right or not, he didn't dare resist the Organization's orders for the time being.

Wu Xingchen was a comrade who had undergone political reviews himself, and he had once felt what Pang Zi was feeling. "Comrade Pang Zi, don't feel too aggrieved. Did you suffer? Yes, you did. And you surely feel you've been wronged. But now, you must perform self-criticism. During those three days, did you figure out where you went wrong?"

"I just have to be obedient. I wasn't, so I deserved to be locked up," Pang Zi replied with a calm heart. His earlier agitation had been broken by the isolation, but his inner thoughts hadn't changed.

"Comrade Pang Zi, why did you join the revolution?" Wu Xingchen didn't get angry. Ideological work wasn't a matter of a few simple sentences; if some things weren't thought through by the person themselves, it simply wouldn't work.

"For revenge. Revenge for Uncle Jing, for Uncle Zhao, and for all those brothers in the Gengzi year. And for the brothers who followed me in Nangong County a few years ago—their revenge must be had. If I don't get this revenge, I won't even find peace in death."

"Then your target for revenge is incorrect. Yuan Shikai is not an individual; he represents a system. Those oppressors aren't just Yuan Shikai alone. The foreign devils, the exploiter class—this is a complex yet simple system of exploiters. You never liked the political classes before—who are our enemies, and who are our friends? You always thought it was nonsense. This time, I'll explain it to you personally. If I can't make you understand, I'll ask the commissar to explain it. If you still don't understand, I'll ask Chairman Chen. And if you still don't get it, I'll have to suspend you." Wu Xingchen adopted a posture of long-term education.

"Old Third, back in Beijing, you never liked listening to advice. You wouldn't listen to a word Chairman Chen said. You had nowhere else to go, so you eventually came here to join the revolution. Since you've joined, you must understand *why* we are having a revolution," Chai Qingguo said even more bluntly.

Pang Zi looked at Chai Qingguo. As far as he knew, Chai's relationship with Chen Ke hadn't always been good. But Chai had one virtue: if he had a problem, he'd say it to your face, but once he joined the ranks, he never left. That's why Chai was about to be promoted to Army Commander.

Seeing his old brothers were determined to give him a lesson, Pang Zi knew he couldn't avoid it. He didn't want to avoid it anymore either; if they had to talk, they might as well talk it through.

Chen Ke had learned from Chairman Mao that "class struggle, once grasped, works wonders." Once a problem was discussed in terms of its deepest conflicts of interest, there was nothing that couldn't be explained clearly. The biggest difference between the People's Party and other political forces in China was that the Party stood with the laborers and the masses, so it dared to boldly reveal the deepest contradictions of class conflict.

In this conversation, they didn't just talk about the oppressive forces represented by Yuan Shikai and the foreign devils. More importantly, Wu Xingchen and Chai Qingguo discussed the position Pang Zi and others had held in the popular uprisings.

The interests in this world are complex. According to class analysis, the uprising Wu, Chai, and Pang had participated in was a struggle between the rural property owners of China and the property owners brought about by industrialization. Whether it was the foreign devils or Beiyang, they were either industrialization-spawned property owners or the lackeys of foreign devils. On the issue of "anti-foreign taxes," these two groups of property owners had engaged in a fierce struggle.

The weight of the confinement cell was still there, so Pang Zi's emotions remained calm. "Big Brother Wu, those words lack a conscience. Uncle Jing was absolutely not someone who oppressed the people. According to you, he was the same as the local bullies and evil gentry who plague their areas. Yes, Uncle Jing was a martial arts laureate (Wujuren), but he normally upheld justice in the countryside. He had nothing in common with those bullies."

"Uncle Jing was a good man; we brothers all know that. But what he maintained was the order of the old era. Put it this way: once land reform begins, the order of that old era must be completely shattered. We must analyze Uncle Jing from two perspectives. His standing up against injustice is one thing; his maintenance of the old order is another. We brothers naturally support his actions in seeking justice for the bullied commoners, but we must also clearly analyze that he represented the interests of the old-era gentry."

Confinement was painful, but having oneself analyzed like this was also quite painful. Pang Zi normally didn't like to participate in the People's Party's political classes; he felt they were the talk of scholars and had nothing to do with him. Now, forced to participate honestly, he felt that, by comparison, staying in the cell might have been a better choice.

Seeing Pang Zi look more and more listless, Wu Xingchen advised, "Comrade Pang Zi, we must clearly recognize our Party's class stance. The resistance I felt during my political review was likely much stronger than yours. But once you truly understand your class position, many things resolve themselves. Many thoughts can be thought through and straightened out."

"No matter what you say, I must have this revenge," Pang Zi simply threw out his bottom line.

"No one is telling you not to have revenge. But I have one question for you now: do you prioritize revenge, or do you prioritize the work? Comrade Pang Zi, if you feel you are a member of the People's Party and a cadre of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army, you must prioritize the work. If you consider yourself an ordinary person, that is fine. Hand over your duties, tell the Organization you can't go on, request to leave the Party, and then you can do whatever you want."

"Brother, I say it again: I'm willing to sell my life for the Party. I'm not afraid of life and death. But the Party should at least look out for me a bit. I have only this one request."

"That's nonsense. The Party's goal is to overthrow all exploiter classes, including Yuan Shikai and the foreign devils. This isn't about getting revenge for any individual; it's about securing interests and creating a tomorrow for the laboring masses. The Party pursues the interests of all China, not your momentary satisfaction. Brother, you must not get this wrong."

"What did I get wrong? Now Yuan Shikai's son is sending assassins to kill Chairman Chen. If they succeed, Yuan Shikai will surely benefit. But what was discussed in the Party Committee meeting? Yuan Shikai actually became the 'victim.' He's the one who's aggrieved!" Pang Zi finally showed some spark.

"Old Third, can a single Beiyang division currently defeat one of your divisions?" Chai Qingguo laughed.

"Absolutely not," Pang Zi replied resolutely.

"Then if all the units of our Shandong Military District were to attack Beiyang now, could the four new divisions they have in Beijing win?"

"Of course not." Pang Zi was extremely confident in this.

"Then what else is there to say? Yuan Shikai isn't stupid; he's very clear on this. Whether an assassination can succeed is one thing, but once we find out he instigated it, does he have any way left to live? I know very well you want to kill him. I want to kill him too, but that must be during the revolutionary war, not now when we're being sabotaged from behind. Our Party cannot participate in this meaningless civil war. To vent one's anger, for personal gain, to trigger a civil war—that's wrong. Now we must find and eliminate the true enemy. The time for a full-scale war of liberation is not yet ripe."

Faced with Chai's strategic analysis, Pang Zi knew he couldn't win the argument. "I... I just thought there was an opportunity now! Even if I thought wrong about this, that's no reason to lock me up."

"Who said you were locked up because of that? You shouted and argued at the meeting—did anyone say anything to you then?" Wu Xingchen shouted. " I put you in confinement because your 'bandit mindset' is too severe. The reason you joined the revolution was likely just for revenge. But the revolution itself is not about revenge; it's about looking forward, about fighting for a tomorrow and creating a future for the common people. It's not about clinging to the past and refusing to let go, Comrade Pang Zi."

"I... how can I let go?! So many lives—how can I let go?" Pang Zi said angrily.

"You have to admit that you failed! You have to admit we all failed back then! Uncle Jing, Uncle Zhao, and so many brothers—our methods were wrong. The goal we pursued was also incorrect. You, Pang Zi, are a heroic warrior and a good fighter. But if you cannot admit this, if you cannot understand the essence of the people's revolution, then you are not a qualified revolutionary soldier."

"And what if I can't recognize it? Big Brother Wu, will you remove me?!" Pang Zi's "blood" was stirred by these words.

"As your Big Brother Wu, I won't remove you. But as the Military District Commander, if you can't recognize this, I *must* remove you. Your job is to fight; your goal is the liberation of China and the people, not for you to accumulate merit just to seek revenge. If you don't recognize this, I must remove you. If you feel you've been wronged, I'll say it plainly: you *must* endure that wrong. Because if you were a true revolutionary soldier, you wouldn't feel this was a wrong."

Under such criticism, Pang Zi indeed felt extremely aggrieved. He had worked so hard for so long, participated in so many life-and-death battles, only to have this as the result. He had thought that even if Wu Xingchen spoke like this and the division commissar didn't support him, at least Chai Qingguo would. But he waited for a long time, and Chai didn't say a word. Looking at his face, Chai actually seemed to agree with Wu.

Given his personality, Pang Zi would normally have compromised in such a situation. But he thought about it over and over—he shouldn't compromise to this extent! Truly, serving the People's Party didn't mean a share of the spoils or high office and wealth; all of the Party's goals were for the interests of the masses who had nothing to do with him. What maintained his loyalty were the constant victories and the psychological pillar of being able to seek revenge.

By now, he understood that the point of conflict with Wu Xingchen wasn't actually about revenge. Wu was demanding that Pang Zi truly fight for the people. But Pang Zi knew his own heart; "fighting for brothers" or "fighting for Big Brother Wu's future," he had that loyalty. But the thought of "fighting for the commoners currently alive" simply wasn't in his mind.

Wu Xingchen naturally understood Pang Zi's thoughts. He was satisfied that Pang Zi remained silent instead of using a few lies to appease him.

It wasn't that Pang Zi hadn't thought of saying some empty words like "maintaining the local order" or "doing good for the fellow villagers"—he could speak those very smoothly. But he didn't dare say them to Wu or Chai. These two brothers were extremely serious and extremely clever; such lies wouldn't fool them.

After a long while, Pang Zi finally spoke. "Comrade Wu Xingchen, I will never mention revenge again. Wherever the Party points, I will strike. As for fighting for the people's tomorrow and all that... if you want me to boast about it now, I can. But I don't want to boast; just let me think about it slowly, alright?"

Hearing this, Wu Xingchen gave a heavy nod. "Alright, I'll consider you've passed for now. From now on, you won't miss a single political class. Not a single required reflection paper can be skipped. You're telling the truth now; you must keep telling the truth in the future. If you can't think it through, then you can't think it through, but you must not fabricate things. Be as upright and honorable as you are now. As a revolutionary soldier, you must be even more so. Now, go handle the work that's accumulated over the past few days, and then go talk with the commissar."

After finally settling Pang Zi's matter and seeing him leave with the commissar, Wu Xingchen let out a long sigh. If Pang Zi truly hadn't been honest at the end, Wu really wouldn't have known how to report it to Chen Ke. It was too hard to deceive Chen Ke. More importantly, Wu had no intention of doing so.

"Commander Wu, is it alright to report it like this?" Chai Qingguo asked with some concern.

"Reporting like this will definitely work. Comrade Pang Zi hasn't cleared the ideological hurdle for now, but that's not a problem. We never expected him to clear it immediately."

"But..." Chai was still worried.

"Comrade Chai Qingguo, don't worry. Even if the hurdle isn't cleared, as long as he can obey the Organization's orders, he can still do the work. However, there is a premise: Pang Zi must absolutely not lie to me. If he hasn't cleared the hurdle, I can still educate him. But if he's a liar, how can I educate him? Revolution isn't about being able to shout a few slogans and thus becoming a revolutionary soldier. On the contrary, the revolution needs soldiers who tell the truth. Even if he is imperfect, we can arrange his work accordingly. But if he lies, how can I arrange anything for him?"

"But what if he never clears the hurdle?" Chai finally spoke his real fear.

"Whether he clears it depends on what he thinks in his heart, not what he says. Saying lies would actually prevent him from ever clearing it. This isn't a child's game."

Since Wu Xingchen put it that way, Chai asked, "Should I go and advise him?"

"You must absolutely not. If you do, even if he didn't intend to take the easy way out, you'll put the idea in his head. Comrade Chai, that is an irresponsible way to treat a comrade. Stance is something you can't hide. One can say whatever they like, but as soon as work begins, everyone sees it clearly. A stance is ultimately reflected in the pursuit of interests. I say again: Pang Zi hasn't thought it through; he's still a soldier who hasn't thought it through. If he starts lying, he'll be a liar. we can accommodate a soldier who hasn't thought things through, but we cannot accommodate a liar."

Chai nodded repeatedly. "Big Brother Wu, you are truly considering Pang Zi's best interests."

"To truly consider his interests, we must never let him lie. Now that the cadre school is opening, ideological and political work will be strictly enforced. Look at what happens to those who lie. Political review work is no joke." Having gone through a review, Wu Xingchen didn't underestimate the comrades responsible for it.

"I understand," Chai nodded.

***

While Wu Xingchen was performing ideological work on Pang Zi, Chen Ke was doing the same with Yan Fu. The "elderly handsome man" Yan Fu truly didn't want to go to Beijing to be a suffering Premier. But Chen Ke couldn't find a more suitable candidate. For the sake of the revolutionary work, Yan Fu had to do some things he was reluctant to do.

"Mr. Yan, if anyone else went, they might not even be able to talk to the Beiyang clique. If you go, you can at least cooperate with the Party's work on many matters."

"I feel the work at the Naval Academy is going quite well," Yan Fu was unmoved.

"But right now, we must first avoid a civil war. Once a civil war begins, it only allows those with ulterior motives to profit. We have an obligation to protect China's interests."

"Chairman Chen, from this incident, it seems a civil war won't break out," Yan Fu continued to demur. "I'm not good at being an official, let alone being one in a situation where I'm surrounded by enemies on all sides."

"Mr. Yan, you've read the 'Analysis of the Classes in Chinese Society.' How does it define friend and foe?" Chen Ke asked.

That article was a comprehensive copy of Chairman Mao's work. After reading it, Yan Fu felt it was very thorough, and he had considered the deeper points. "Is Chairman Chen so wary of imperialist intervention?"

"To liberate China, we must overthrow the Three Great Mountains, and imperialism is the first. From the position of Premier, you will always be able to see clearly who in the Beiyang clique has become a lackey of imperialism. Until the revolutionary situation develops to the stage of an all-out war of liberation, we can temporarily tolerate the existence of the Beiyang government. But we absolutely will not allow Beiyang to become a lackey of imperialism. If that happens, then the war of liberation must begin. Inside the cabinet is exactly the best place to see the attitude of the Beiyang government. If we only collect intelligence from the outside, the possibility of misleading information is great."

Chen Ke was determined to persuade him, and Yan Fu was determined to refuse. Eventually, the situation reached a stalemate. Finally, Chen Ke had to tell the truth. "Mr. Yan, a war in Europe has become inevitable. When it happens, choosing which side to align with as allies will be very important. Having you as Premier in the Beiyang cabinet will be very effective in determining the direction of the situation."

"When will the war in Europe begin?" Yan Fu was extremely interested in this.

"I'm not certain, but if you serve one term in the cabinet, you will surely see it within four years," Chen Ke said with confidence. "And setting aside the European war, we must not let a civil war break out in China. After you take the Premiership, Yuan Shikai will surely believe we have the sincerity to avoid civil war. He will certainly find out what his son has done; at that point, if we just say there won't be any misunderstandings, will he believe us?"

Yan Fu had actually already considered many things about serving as Premier and understood his own importance well enough. He just wasn't willing to be placed on the hot seat. Seeing Chen Ke's attitude was so firm, he finally had to choose to accept.

"I am fifty-seven this year. I'll do four years as Premier and then come back. By then, I won't be able to serve as the Naval Academy Principal anymore," Yan Fu said with regret.

"Rest assured. Whether you can still work or not, you will always be the founder and first Principal of the People's Naval Academy. A bronze statue of you will be erected at the academy's entrance," Chen Ke solemnly promised.
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The news of Yan Fu’s appointment as Premier of the Cabinet shook the world. Among the intellectuals of the land, there was virtually no opposition to this arrangement. In his translation of *Evolution and Ethics* (*Tianyan Lun*), the phrase "natural selection, survival of the fittest" had acted like a thunderbolt tearing through dark clouds. It provided a glimmer of hope for those scholars who, after the defeat in the First Sino-Japanese War, had been unable to see a future for China.

After the "foreign devils" forced their way into China, all intellectuals were compelled to open their eyes and look at the world. The concept of "natural selection and survival of the fittest" not only pointed out the possibility of China's national extinction but also indicated the path to escape that fate: to emerge victorious in the competition. Now that Yan Fu had agreed to serve as Premier, it wasn't just a truly cultured thinker ascending to a high position. More importantly, it was the People's Party—which usually appeared in the guise of a radical revolutionary party—formally expressing a posture of cooperation with the Beiyang central government.

While the intellectuals were among the people, the Beiyang Cabinet members in the halls of power were equally shocked by this news. Regardless of Yan Fu’s impeccable naval and Beiyang credentials, when the Beiyang group transitioned into Yuan Shikai's "New Beiyang" after the year of Gengzi (1900), Yan Fu had not participated in the Xiaozhan troop training. Instead, he had detached himself from the Beiyang group and headed south. Naturally, the cadres of Yuan Shikai’s Beiyang did not view Yan Fu as one of their own stalwarts. Furthermore, the background of Yan Fu’s appointment was the People's Party, which had numerous conflicts with Beiyang. This made the Beiyang cadres extremely displeased.

However, circumstances were stronger than men. The immense pressure exerted by the People's Party on Beiyang made these people afraid to openly object. Everyone knew that Yuan Shikai and Chen Ke were quite close.

In late August 1911, Yan Fu finally prepared to travel to the capital to take office. Beijing had arranged a welcome ceremony, and precautions had to be taken regarding security. Wu Xiangzi and Song Enzi, despite being secret agents, were ordered to go out and monitor for any "lawless elements" attempting to disrupt the proceedings.

The two were actually minor lackeys. Their daily routine involved patrolling streets and alleys, mainly searching for and arresting those "talking nonsense" in teahouses and wine shops. The two brothers walked and chatted in low voices.

Song Enzi didn't have any particularly strong political views. He said, "The world is really hard to read these days. Isn't the biggest 'lawless element' the People's Party? All the other revolutionary parties have already joined Beiyang. Aside from the People's Party, who else is there?"

"The People's Party has openly opened offices in the capital and is doing big business. Who treats them like lawless elements? But the news we heard a few days ago..." Wu Xiangzi was quite concerned about this.

Although it wasn't said explicitly, Song Enzi knew which matter Wu Xiangzi was referring to. "Big Brother Wu, we're all small figures. If you want to go tell the higher-ups, don't say that I, your brother, knew about it."

"Isn't that nonsense! How many heads do I have that I’d dare to say such things? Let's just go wander around the teahouse. As long as nothing happens in the area we're responsible for, that's enough."

As they walked one after another down the street, Wu Xiangzi suddenly stopped. "Brother Song, look at the man ahead. Doesn't he look familiar?"

Wu Xiangzi identified him carefully. "Isn't that the revolutionary who used to lead people in street demonstrations demanding the overthrow of the Imperial Court?"

Having been in this line of work for some time, the two spies followed the "suspicious target" in a seasoned manner after confirming their target, rather than immediately stepping forward to interrogate or arrest him.

The two secret agents were not mistaken. The "suspicious target" was indeed Wang Jingwei. Over a year ago, when the preparatory meeting for the National Assembly was held, Wang Jingwei had led the youth of the Tongmenghui from Beijing and Tianjin in street protests, demanding the overthrow of the Manchu Qing and the realization of a republic. After contacting the Japanese Minister's office recently, he had returned to Shanghai to see Chen Qimei. Wang Jingwei had only returned to Beijing a few days ago.

Regarding the current changes, Chen Qimei’s attitude was very clear: "If things don't get chaotic now, there will be no more opportunities for us!"

The "United Provinces Self-Government" system had, for better or worse, stabilized the current situation in China. Except for the provinces where uprisings had broken out, the old government systems in most provinces remained almost entirely intact. Of course, there were changes at the local level. The officialdom began to vigorously win over the gentry. The gentry had long wanted to bypass the Imperial Examinations through parliaments and other means to directly intervene in local politics. The two sides hit it off immediately. Whether it was the old officialdom or the gentry, they had more or less used the name of "revolution" when trying to seize power from the Manchu Qing. Once they were in power, they became exceptionally wary of the revolutionary parties. Among the several famous revolutionary parties in China, the Tongmenghui’s influence was the weakest, and it had no territory of its own. If the situation continued like this, the already extremely weak Tongmenghui would inevitably become even weaker.

"With our strength, we can only assassinate Yuan Shikai and Chen Ke," Wang Jingwei said, not caring much about his own life or death.

"Zhaoming, oh, you!" Chen Qimei looked like he was disappointed in him for not meeting expectations. "What use is there in assassinating Chen Ke or Yuan Shikai? In fact, the assassination doesn't even need to succeed. The 'chaos' I'm talking about is making the People's Party and Beiyang go to war. If those two families start fighting, our Tongmenghui can take advantage of the situation to seize Shanghai. Using Shanghai as a key point, we can then take the whole country."

Chen Qimei was very clever. After hearing Wang Jingwei explain the Japanese attitude, he understood the Japanese intentions. Wang Jingwei’s head was filled with the idea of using the Tongmenghui’s current strength to directly strike the People's Party and Beiyang, but Chen Qimei would not be so "straightforward." He hoped to create a situation where the People's Party and Beiyang, already riddled with contradictions, would be forced into a civil war.

Wang Jingwei was courageous, but not stupid. He understood Chen Qimei’s plan perfectly. He did not agree with Chen Qimei’s approach of acting as a pawn for the Japanese to provoke a Chinese civil war to expand the Tongmenghui’s influence. "We should list the facts of the collusion between Beiyang and the People's Party to usurp power and engage them openly and honorably. Only then can we demonstrate the merit of our Tongmenghui as the first to advocate for the revolution. If we only provoke a civil war and play these intrigues, it truly damages the reputation of our Tongmenghui!"

Chen Qimei gave a cold laugh. "Is Zhaoming unwilling to make a sacrifice?"

"What?" Questioned on his courage and fear of death, Wang Jingwei immediately became angry.

"The current situation is no longer like the end of the Qing; none of the parties dare to cause trouble. If we don't let the People's Party and Beiyang fight, where will we have a place to stand? Even if the two sides fight it out, without the support of the Great Powers, it will be difficult for us to gain territory. Mr. Sun has been traveling everywhere, repeatedly trying to persuade all nations. But except for Japan, other countries are standing by and watching Chinese affairs. If we cannot make good use of this, how can we make any progress?" Chen Qimei persuaded him.

Wang Jingwei did not oppose Chen Qimei’s analysis of the situation, but for such a big matter, he still felt uncertain. "Does Mr. Sun know about this?"

"There's no need to disturb Mr. Sun with these matters anymore. Since we have decided to follow Mr. Sun, we will do these things first. If they succeed, we will then ask Mr. Sun to step forward. If they fail, we ourselves will naturally bear the responsibility," Chen Qimei said decisively.

Wang Jingwei was a loyal follower of Sun Yat-sen and would not hesitate to die for the Three People's Principles. But hearing Chen Qimei’s words, Wang Jingwei finally understood why Sun Yat-sen always valued Chen Qimei so much. If Wang Jingwei decided to be loyal to Sun Yat-sen because he agreed with his ideas, then Chen Qimei was determined to be loyal to Sun Yat-sen and then support all of Sun's ideas. Therefore, when it came to major matters, Chen Qimei dared to act and take responsibility, completely setting aside his own interests and making Sun Yat-sen’s interests the core. In planning this assassination, Chen Qimei displayed this attitude to the fullest.

Chen Qimei’s spirit of self-sacrifice deeply moved Wang Jingwei. He was not entirely opposed to civil war; he just had a very instinctive resistance to it. After thinking for a while, Wang Jingwei said, "Now four hundred million compatriots long for a true revolution. The People's Party and Yuan Shikai use the name of revolution to carry out the reality of warlord dictatorship. We must expose their true faces..."

To these words of Wang Jingwei, Chen Qimei pretended to listen seriously while mocking him greatly in his heart. As a man of temperament, Chen Qimei knew himself very well, and he had his own views on the Tongmenghui. Whether Chen Ke and Yuan Shikai were dictators, Chen Qimei had no interest at all. The revolutionary goals of the Tongmenghui were actually very clear: to establish its own one-party dictatorial regime. Or rather, with Sun Yat-sen as the leader, to establish Sun Yat-sen’s regime. In this regime, Chen Qimei would naturally be able to hold a high position and enjoy wealth and honor.

Chen Qimei very much disagreed with Wang Jingwei’s practice of finding revolutionary theories for everything. If a revolution could be talked out with words, the Tongmenghui would have long since become the largest revolutionary party in China; it wouldn't have been the People's Party's turn to become the powerful force dominating China, a party that had always been dismissive of external public opinion.

Chen Qimei actually very much appreciated one of Chen Ke’s sayings: "Who are our friends, and who are our enemies? This is the primary question of the revolution." For the Tongmenghui, those who could be utilized were friends, and those with conflicting interests were enemies; this had nothing to do with revolutionary theory. Chen Qimei firmly believed that revolutionary theory was for explaining the rationality of one’s actions after seizing power. If one couldn't even manage to seize power, then there was no need to talk about any revolutionary theory, let alone use it to guide revolutionary action.

Finally, having listened to Wang Jingwei finish that naive revolutionary theory, Chen Qimei stared at him with a look filled with contempt and suspicion. "Zhaoming, you are still afraid."

Wang Jingwei felt uncomfortable under Chen Qimei’s gaze, and a surge of anger rushed to his head. "Since Brother Chen says so, any further explanation from me is useless. Please, Brother Chen, tell me how to plan this!"

Wang Jingwei finally left Shanghai with a tragic air, like a hero heading into a final battle. Chen Qimei’s plot, to put it plainly, was very simple: Wang Jingwei and others would pretend to join Yuan Keding, and then "on Yuan Keding’s orders" go to assassinate Chen Ke. Whether the assassination could succeed depended on the situation. However, regardless of success, the matter had to be made public. Once this happened, both Chen Qimei and Wang Jingwei believed that with the profound contradictions between the People's Party and Beiyang, a civil war would surely be triggered instantly.

However, a remark by Chen Qimei at their departure made Wang Jingwei very depressed: "I will definitely report Zhaoming’s trip to Mr. Sun in detail. When the revolution succeeds, Zhaoming’s merit will never be forgotten."

Wang Jingwei was not afraid of death, and his desire to see Sun Yat-sen was definitely not for the sake of claiming credit or complaining. It was just that seeing the current situation in China turning out so differently from Sun Yat-sen’s previous expectations, Wang Jingwei felt quite lost. Although Sun Yat-sen had introduced several modified versions of the Three People's Principles in succession, it always made Wang Jingwei feel that they were far from keeping up with current changes. Compared to the simple and clear propaganda of "overthrowing the Manchu Qing and establishing the Republic" at the beginning, the power of inspiration was much less than before.

After thinking for several days on the boat, Wang Jingwei was unable to completely straighten out his thoughts. The only progress he made was in his understanding of Chen Qimei. With the current situation unclear, Wang Jingwei was troubled by what name to use to mobilize the supporters of the Tongmenghui. Chen Qimei had no such problem at all. For Chen Qimei, the current goal was extremely clear: to seize power. To seize the power that belonged to the Tongmenghui.

After establishing this clear goal, Chen Qimei had no hesitation but used every means at his disposal. Wang Jingwei admitted that this was the best method at present. Only with the Tongmenghui’s regime could the Tongmenghui’s ideas be promoted.

But this reckless, all-out realist attitude naturally could not be called "moral." At the very least, the morality of the Tongmenghui was at odds with the current mainstream. When the People's Party recently attacked Qingdao, it had explicitly announced that anyone who depended on foreign forces to invade China was an enemy of China. These powerful words made it easy for people to understand the current situation. The Tongmenghui was now pulling in foreign support everywhere; from the People's Party's perspective, the Tongmenghui was already a total enemy.

Filled with thoughts of reality and ideals, success and failure, Wang Jingwei returned to Beijing. When the Japanese side learned that Wang Jingwei had returned, they immediately sent people to contact him privately. During the talks, Wang Jingwei realized that Chen Qimei had already contacted the Japanese. Chen Qimei’s plan also had the support of the Japanese side. Of course, it was not the Japanese officials who stepped forward; over the years, Japan had also cultivated some forces and won over some people in China.

Yuan Keding still had not found assassins who dared to take action against the People's Party. Wang Jingwei sent young comrades from the Beijing-Tianjin branch of the Tongmenghui to contact Yuan Keding, stating that someone here wanted to take on the mission of assassinating Chen Ke for revenge, as their family had died in the war against the People's Party.

However, such a thing was not something Yuan Keding would believe just by hearing it; there had to be a process of contact. After waiting for a few days, there was still no word from Yuan Keding. Wang Jingwei became even more depressed. With his personality, doing revolution was something grand and heroic. Assassination should also be open and aboveboard; even if he were arrested, he should be dignified and not change his name, to achieve the maximum propaganda effect. Triggering a civil war through assassination was already not very honorable, and the principal party, that bastard Yuan Keding, who had previously been as anxious as an ant on a hot pan, was now acting like a big boss. Wang Jingwei felt deeply that contacting such a person was truly a disgrace.

With matters on his mind, he didn't pay much attention to what was behind him. It wasn't until he was about to enter the alley where the Beijing-Tianjin branch of the Tongmenghui was located that Wang Jingwei habitually looked back, and the two spies, clearly not expecting Wang Jingwei to look back at that moment, immediately gave themselves away. Although he didn't have much counter-surveillance training, Wang Jingwei knew that he could not lead the spies to the branch. He acted as if he hadn't seen the two spies, turned around as naturally as possible, and continued walking forward.

Following behind Wang Jingwei were Song Enzi and Wu Xiangzi. They had been in this business for a long time, and Wang Jingwei’s abnormal behavior did not escape their eyes. Since they had been discovered by Wang Jingwei, the two of them no longer hid and followed openly behind him. After walking a bit further, Song Enzi gave Wu Xiangzi a look. Wu Xiangzi understood and, at an alley entrance when Wang Jingwei wasn't looking back, slipped into another street and then walked quickly toward the police station.

The two of them hadn't really cared much about Wang Jingwei at first, just simply intending to catch a few "suspicious elements" to fulfill their quota. They didn't expect to haul in such a big fish this time. And this fish happened to be one that the two had once tried their best to avoid touching.

The "Young Master Yuan" had been looking for "those willing to risk their lives" for some time now, and the news was by no means unknown. However, some were so scared that they "dared not know," while others turned a blind eye with ulterior motives. After the Beijing-Tianjin branch of the Tongmenghui was raided, the leader Wang Jingwei managed to escape. However, many letters, telegrams, and documents were seized. No one below dared to take responsibility, so these people and items were transferred through various levels and were soon skipped up several ranks and handed directly to Zhao Bingjun, who was in charge of the police system.

Zhao Bingjun, while cursed the lack of responsibility of his subordinates in his heart, felt extremely uncomfortable about this "hot potato." Since it involved the eldest son of the Yuan family, even he, Zhao Bingjun, could not make the decision. Zhao Bingjun strictly ordered everyone involved in the matter not to leak any news, while he himself hurriedly went to find Yuan Shikai. Yuan Shikai was currently hosting a welcome banquet for Yan Fu, and Zhao Bingjun was called away from the table. Now he didn't dare go back and could only wait anxiously.

The reception for the new Premier of the Cabinet was no small matter. Yuan Shikai first hosted a banquet and then had a long talk with Yan Fu. It was very late when he finally had the chance to see Zhao Bingjun. When Zhao Bingjun saw Yuan Shikai, the latter was trying his best to suppress his emotions, but his anger could not be completely contained. Before Zhao Bingjun could speak, Yuan Shikai dismissed the people around him. "Zhian, I have a task for you."

"President, what is it?" Zhao Bingjun felt that his troubles were truly coming in waves; the task Yuan Shikai assigned would definitely not be a small one.

"Go and arrest all those people around Yuan Keding for me!" Yuan Shikai spat out these words one by one through his teeth. After saying this, whether from anger or shame, Yuan Shikai’s face almost began to contort.

"President..." Zhao Bingjun felt his throat painfully dry. He swallowed hard before saying, "I have something to report to you."

The two matters were indeed one. After Yan Fu met Yuan Shikai, he privately disclosed the information he had. Yuan Shikai was pale with shock. Firstly, he could hardly believe that Yuan Keding could be stupid enough to do such a thing. Secondly, he also knew how serious the consequences of this matter would be. Yan Fu was not a man given to lying, and in such a matter, if the People's Party truly wanted to set some kind of trap, there would be no need to send Yan Fu to drop a hint.

In his anxiety, after obtaining the exact news from Zhao Bingjun, Yuan Shikai was truly disheartened. He sat there in a daze, his face ashen, and didn't say a word for a long time.

"President," Zhao Bingjun was frightened; such a thing must not make Yuan Shikai so angry that he fell ill. "President, according to the items we seized, there are many people playing intrigues and plots behind this matter. The Young Master was just deceived by others."

Hearing these words of comfort, Yuan Shikai suddenly stood up. "Deceived? Why didn't those people come to deceive me? Why didn't they come to deceive you? It's his own obsession and arrogance. If I say now that this son of a bitch Yuan Keding was deceived, who would believe it?!"

The voice was like that of a wounded tiger, and the thick aura of murderous intent made Zhao Bingjun feel it was difficult to breathe.
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"Xiangcheng, we in the People's Party believe you would absolutely never participate in such an affair," Yan Fu said as he poured tea for Yuan Shikai.

In Yan Fu's experience with Yuan Shikai, except for times when they spoke of the nation's decline or the hardships of state affairs, Yuan Shikai had always been quite open-minded about his own family matters. But because of the matter concerning Yuan Keding, Yuan Shikai had rushed over in the middle of the night to talk. He was no longer just full of sorrow; he looked utterly despondent. Yuan Shikai was a hero of his generation, yet he had been driven to this state. Yan Fu couldn't help but feel a strong sense of pity.

"Wenqing asked me to pass on a message. He requests that you, Xiangcheng, prioritize national affairs. You are, after all, the President of this Republic of China. Especially at a time like this, you must realize that this isn't just about Keding alone. There are too many people behind him. They are the masterminds."

Despite his sorrow, the backbone Yuan Shikai had tempered over years of experience was not destroyed. His voice was low, but there was no hint of cowardice. "How does Wenqing ultimately intend to handle this?"

"We don't want you to kill him, nor should you. However, the boy Keding must go abroad and never return. The Beiyang side must also cease all contact with him." Yan Fu stated the People's Party's conditions.

"You're just going to let him go like that?" Intense distrust flickered in Yuan Shikai's eyes.

"Even if Keding planned the assassination of Wenqing, the matter has not progressed to the point of actually dispatching anyone. At least for now, his crime is not punishable by death. Wenqing emphasized that you are his father and that you truly love him. Since he hasn't committed a capital crime by law, we do not wish to, nor can we, promote something that violates human ethics. Therefore, we request that you do not kill him. Furthermore, Xiangcheng, you can rest assured; we give our word of honor that we will never use this matter to blackmail you. Once Keding is abroad, this matter is finished as far as he is concerned."

"Wenqing is certainly broad-minded," Yuan Shikai gave a cold laugh.

"Xiangcheng, there is no personal vendetta in this matter. All parties involved are caught in conflicts of interest. Therefore, it concerns only reason, not emotion. This makes it easier to untangle. The reason those people were so keen on pushing this was to entangle reason with emotion, making it impossible for you to explain yourself clearly. You are also a hero, Xiangcheng; you surely won't fail to see this clearly."

Yuan Shikai closed his eyes and took several deep, expressionless breaths. When he opened them again, the dejected look had mostly vanished. "Is Wenqing not worried that I truly want to declare myself Emperor?"

"Wenqing said he can completely understand your desire to be Emperor. After all, having come this far, one more step forward and it becomes possible. There are risks, of course, but for a hero like you, why wouldn't you if you could? You need to give yourself an account. He can understand it," Yan Fu said solemnly, though he couldn't help but smile toward the end.

"Give myself an account... well said." Some color returned to Yuan Shikai's face.

"But we have a Republic now. That page of the imperial system has already been turned. There will certainly be possibilities of restoration in the future, and various people with their own agendas will come out to do something. But once history has taken this step forward, we must keep up with the times. Xiangcheng, Wenqing once talked with me about what makes a 'hero' and what makes an 'ambitious clique-leader.' Would you like to hear it?"

"Given my current situation, Brother Jidao, please feel free to speak."

"A hero represents the interests of the world, the interests of the majority. An ambitious clique-leader represents the interests of a small portion, the interests of his own small group. As for traitors and rebels, they represent only their own personal interests. In the end, this world is nothing more than the word 'interest.' Xiangcheng, you are the President now; you should act as a hero."

"Act as a hero?! Haha." Yuan Shikai couldn't help but laugh out loud, his laughter filled with mockery. "And Wenqing considers himself a representative of the world's interests, the interests of the majority?"

"Exactly. The People's Party believes it represents the interests of the world's working people—land for the tillers, food for the laborers. If the People's Party hadn't done so, how could they have achieved such a situation in just a few years? You lead Beiyang, Xiangcheng, so of course you must consider Beiyang's interests. The divergence between Beiyang and our People's Party is an objective reality. But you are now the President of China, and you have a duty to defend China's interests. It is precisely because you have consistently insisted on defending China's interests that some have painstakingly tried to topple you by provoking incidents. Therefore, we in the People's Party firmly support you in this matter."

Yuan Shikai was silent for a long time. Before speaking, he couldn't help but sigh. "Brother Jidao, you've truly taken on a fine disciple!"

"In the eyes of a hero like you, using the words 'fine' or 'bad' would be beneath your status. The current priority is to handle the matter at hand and not give anyone else another chance. Xiangcheng, you are the President; you naturally know where the key lies."

Yuan Shikai gave a bitter smile. "Haha, my mind is in such a mess right now, how could I distinguish the key?"

"Mr. President, there's no need for modesty. Just speak," Yan Fu smiled.

After thinking for a moment, Yuan Shikai regained his usual calm demeanor. "As it stands, the current priority is nothing other than the Quota Trade Agreement. Once this is reached, Britain will be temporarily satisfied and will certainly focus entirely on its implementation. If a civil war breaks out in China, Britain naturally won't stand by and watch the cooked duck fly away. They will temporarily do their best to prevent foreign intervention in China. The immediate priority is to finish this quickly."

Yan Fu nodded silently as he listened. This was the difference between Yuan Shikai and the Qing. The Beiyang group had actually started from the 'Westernization' movement, only they were more inclined toward building their own industries. Of course, in the eyes of the People's Party, Beiyang's approach to industrialization was highly problematic. However, the Beiyang group's understanding of the world indeed far exceeded that of other political forces. They had neither the conservative stagnation of the Qing nor the 'individual-interest-first' attitude of the compradors. On key issues, the Beiyang group still had the ability to barely cope with the international situation outside of war. This was the fundamental reason why Chen Ke was willing to cooperate with Beiyang temporarily. Before the revolutionary situation entered the Liberation War phase, this kind of power was more beneficial for cooperation.

"But, Brother Jidao, does Wenqing know where my dilemma lies?" Yuan Shikai asked.

"The Quota Trade Agreement and the Customs revenue—the British won't give it to you," Yan Fu replied cleanly.

Upon hearing this answer, Yuan Shikai's eyes lit up.

Yan Fu said frankly: "The British want to expand our trade with them, so they withhold the Customs money and try every means to use it to blackmail us. You have no money now, Mr. President, and often have no choice but to be constrained by the British. That's why we've opened many enterprises in Beijing, Tianjin, and other places. Regardless of what those below say, you at least tacitly allow these enterprises to exist. For no other reason than that these enterprises can bring in considerable direct tax revenue, and this revenue is something you can control directly."

"Haha," Yuan Shikai smiled bitterly. "Brother Jidao, you and Wenqing always speak so bluntly."

"Xiangcheng, when we've associated in the past, when did you ever mince words?" Yan Fu also laughed. Among the old brothers, Yan Fu was known for his lack of expertise in officialdom, while Yuan Shikai was known for being a man of action, frank, bold, and overbearing.

The two laughed for a while, then continued to discuss this key issue. The People's Party believed there was temporarily no need to take money from Customs revenue for the Beiyang Army's private use. If it was just to support the current Beiyang Army, simply fostering and guiding foreign trade enterprises and relying on domestic commercial taxes would generate endless wealth. Beiyang's problem, like the Qing's, lay in the "inability to collect taxes." The current domestic situation was very poor, and taxes were already extremely heavy. Coupled with the problems in the local tax systems, for every copper coin the state increased in taxes, it could become at least ten or even a hundred coins by the time it reached the lower levels. Trying to open new tax sources would be driving people to rebellion.

Foreign trade, however, was a source of revenue created out of thin air. As long as the Quota Trade Agreement was signed and Beiyang and the People's Party joined forces to grasp the trade, taxes wouldn't be heavy, and with the support of banks, it would be equivalent to generating wealth out of nowhere.

This design was naturally excellent, but Yuan Shikai was not so naive as to think that something the People's Party was pushing so strongly would have any great benefit for the Beiyang group.

"Brother Jidao, since the People's Party has confidence in this, there must be some great secret within it that I'm currently unaware of. I ask you to state it clearly beforehand." Yuan Shikai asked sincerely.

"The secret is very simple. It's what Wenqing once called the 'Canton Fair' [Guangjiaohui]. You must ensure that the capable rise to the top. If you only think about making money and suppress other paths, only allowing your own associated merchants and enterprises to intervene in the Canton Fair, then the Quota Trade Agreement will absolutely not achieve its effect—the trade volume won't go up. Secondly, it will only incite public anger; those capable merchants will surely find ways to become compradors and use foreign names for joint ventures, causing us to lose tax revenue for nothing. Thirdly, the bank support won't find the right targets."

Yuan Shikai could understand the first two points, but the last one was completely beyond his range of understanding. "What kind of support from the banks?"

"Collecting taxes is extremely difficult. But many enterprises wanting to reach the total product volume required by foreigners must expand production, purchase equipment, and hire labor. They lack money, so this bank support is 'loans in exchange for orders.'" Yan Fu explained.

In the 21st century, this was a perfectly normal thing. With an export order, one could use it as collateral for bank loan support. Through providing financial services, the bank not only gave capital support to the enterprises needing it but also allowed the state to effectively control tax collection. Although there were risks, they were much smaller.

After hearing Yan Fu's explanation, Yuan Shikai's face was completely brightened. In the late Qing, this kind of thinking was still quite novel. More importantly, the Beiyang group could extremely effectively grasp the income of merchants, greatly reducing the difficulty of tax collection.

"Brother Jidao, it seems Wenqing asked you to be the Cabinet Premier just to manage this matter?" Yuan Shikai laughed.

Yan Fu also laughed. "If it can operate like this, the nation's situation will be completely refreshed. Xiangcheng, when we were young, we all held the intention of 'cleansing the world,' believing that the rise of the capable was the ultimate principle. Now that there's an opportunity to operate such a system, I imagine you must be willing."

Yuan Shikai nodded slightly, but the glow on his face suddenly vanished cleanly. He spoke in a low voice: "I will go back and handle the matter of Yuan Keding first, then I will immediately push this forward with all my strength."

Yan Fu knew Yuan Shikai was hurting inside. He knew that whatever he said now would only touch Yuan Shikai's wounds. So he smiled forcedly: "I'm tired too. I didn't dare smoke opium at Wenqing's place. Now that I'm here with you, I don't need to suppress myself so much anymore."

Yuan Shikai knew Yan Fu loved this habit. In the past, Li Hongzhang hadn't liked Yan Fu very much because Li Hongzhang himself strongly opposed smoking opium. But among the things Yan Fu learned from the British Navy, smoking opium was one of them. Hearing Yan Fu say this, Yuan Shikai didn't say more and rose to take his leave.

By then, the sky was almost light. Yuan Shikai didn't go home directly but went to his office. Whether it was the farce staged by his son Yuan Keding or the attitude Chen Ke brought through Yan Fu, both were major matters. Yuan Shikai had to reflect carefully and see if there were deeper conspiracies within.

Not until noon did Zhao Bingjun rush to Yuan Shikai's office to report on the current progress. All the house guests around Yuan Keding had been arrested, and upon interrogation, they all confessed. These people were incompetent to begin with, and many didn't dare participate in such a matter, so they hadn't found anyone brave enough to assassinate Chen Ke. Zhao Bingjun naturally said Yuan Keding had acted cautiously, so when members of the Tongmenghui volunteered to join, Yuan Keding had investigated them thoroughly. However, Yuan Shikai didn't entirely believe it. In his view, it was likely that the group of small men clinging to power around Yuan Keding had shown their true nature. Regarding the Tongmenghui members who had volunteered, they were surely being hyper-critical and picky, for fear that someone would snatch their positions. Doing so had actually greatly delayed the progress, so much so that these Tongmenghui members hadn't even been able to see Yuan Keding.

Whatever the reason, hearing these reports, Yuan Shikai finally breathed a sigh of relief. At least Yuan Keding hadn't created any concrete evidence. If someone had used Yuan Keding's name to assassinate Chen Ke, as long as they didn't have Yuan Keding's handwritten order or other evidence, Yuan Shikai wasn't afraid. On the other hand, Yuan Shikai felt a great sense of sadness. He couldn't do good things, and he couldn't even manage to do bad things. Wasn't his son a bit too much of a waste?

"Investigate further; there must not be a single loophole. When making arrests, go all out. If the Japanese are involved, don't be polite. I will send someone to explain to the British side. As for that escaped Wang Jingwei, you must catch him for me!"

Wang Jingwei was currently more than two hundred *li* south of Beijing. He had discovered he was being followed, but he didn't think it was because he had participated in protests before and been recognized. Instead, he thought the matter he was involved in had been discovered. Having finally shaken off the trailing spies, when Wang Jingwei returned to the Beijing-Tianjin branch, he found many soldiers and police appearing nearby. He didn't dare stay any longer. He had originally wanted to head straight for Tianjin, but on second thought, the Beiyang side certainly wouldn't let him go; by the time he reached Tianjin, the warrant would likely have arrived. To get from Tianjin back to Shanghai, there was only the sea route. If they checked strictly at the boarding point, he wouldn't be able to escape.

So Wang Jingwei simply decided to take the land route. The Beijing-Tianjin branch was not just one location. He ran to another branch, told his comrades to go out and lay low, took some travel money, changed his clothes, and began walking south.

As he walked, Wang Jingwei gradually formed his own ideas. Since he had started, there was no need to stop so simply. Otherwise, how would he account for himself to Mr. Zhongshan later? He wanted to go and see the People's Party's area; if there was an opportunity, he would simply assassinate Chen Ke himself.
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On October 10, 1911, Premier Yan Fu and a special British representative signed the 1912 approved version of the *China Trade Framework Agreement* in Beijing. This news shook the entire Far East and even rippled through Europe and the United States. The reason it was called a “Framework” agreement was that anything could be stuffed into it. The British went as far as stationing a permanent special representative in Beijing. Tellingly, a deputy representative was stationed permanently in Wuhan.

In this agreement, what pleased the Beiyang side most was that 10% of the customs revenue would be directly allocated to the Ministry of Finance's account, available for withdrawal at any time. Historically, during the late Qing and early Republic, customs duties were controlled by the British; this steady stream of actual cash was the government's lifeline and the most potent weapon for British control over China's government. Having the power to freely use 10% of it finally gave Beiyang some liquid funds to work with.

The framework agreement established the import-export philosophy of “Trade Balance” for China. That is to say, the British, Beiyang, and the People's Party—banks from all three parties supported the concept of trade balance. China's import and export volumes had to be balanced; whatever amount was imported had to be matched by exports. The British were, of course, extremely pleased, while other countries were extremely unhappy. Britain had goods China needed, and China had goods Britain needed. Since British banks provided the financial services, it essentially meant Britain had other countries by the throat.

The Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the Beiyang government immediately became a hub of activity, with ministers from various countries scrambling to meet with the Foreign Minister. At this time, Foreign Minister Tang Shaoyi had already departed for Germany, so the foreign ministers turned their attention to requesting meetings with Premier Yan Fu.

However, by October 12, Premier Yan Fu released new information. Import and export commodity trade fairs would be held annually on a rotating basis in Tianjin, Lianyungang, Wuhu, and Wuhan. Any orders finalized at these four trade fairs would receive priority customs clearance.

The foreign ministers understood the significance of this policy perfectly: it was a trade control model. Yan Fu stated very clearly in the announcement that the trade balance policy was ultimately about the balance of import and export values. What Yan Fu didn't explicitly say, but what every minister understood, was that the new trade system would only support orders confirmed at these four trade fairs. Anything else was destined to face all manner of obstruction.

Shanghai had always been the trade center of China and even the Far East. But because Shanghai was currently neither under the control of the People's Party nor directly managed by Beiyang, the new trade agreement excluded Shanghai entirely. To receive official support, one had to take the initiative to join the trade framework agreement.

Yan Fu finally learned what it meant to be overburdened with daily tasks. Aside from complex civil affairs, the trade issue alone triggered countless incidents. The Beiyang Cabinet was called a cabinet, but in reality, it was more like a venue for competing interests. Not only were the Ministry of Industry, Commerce, and Civil Affairs fighting for a share, but the Ministry of Civil Affairs, the Ministry of Justice, and even the Ministry of War and the Ministry of the Navy attempted to stick their hands in. Navy Minister Sa Zhenbing directly requested to go south to Guangzhou to establish a new import-export trade fair there.

With "Provincial Autonomy," whether or not Guangdong was willing to participate was Guangdong's own problem. Since when was it the Navy Ministry's place to use military force to unite local Guangdong figures to participate in such activities?

Sa Zhenbing and Yan Fu were old comrades-in-arms. When one plan failed, he came up with another. Fujian Province soon commissioned Sa Zhenbing to apply to the Cabinet to open a brand-new trade fair in Fuzhou. Yan Fu wasn't sure if Sa Zhenbing was playing a game of "retreating to advance." On November 3, three days after Sa Zhenbing proposed his new suggestion, Fujian's parliamentary representatives came to Beijing in person under the name of “Yan Fu’s fellow townsmen.” They requested a meeting with “Premier Yan Fu” at the Cabinet gates, hoping to lobby him to bring prosperity to his hometown folks in Fujian.

This was the power of authority; a single word from Yan Fu could decide the fate of many. However, for three consecutive days, the Fujian representatives failed to see him. Yan Fu was tied up by the Russian and German ministers.

It wasn't that the Japanese minister didn't want to participate, but they knew they had deeply offended both Beiyang and the People's Party. The Japanese side found it somewhat incomprehensible how Beiyang and the People's Party could finally reach a compromise. As members of the Chinese cultural sphere, they felt that given the current situation of a weak sovereign and strong subjects, a struggle for supreme leadership was inevitable. Theoretically, even if Yuan Shikai didn't want war, the People's Party certainly would.

The reality was that Yuan Keding had vanished, and his retainers had likewise disappeared without a trace. The Beiyang side was conducting a massive dragnet for Chinese people who had collaborated with Japan. After these people were arrested, they too vanished. The operations were handled with such fierce intensity, yet there was no news in terms of intelligence. When the Japanese minister requested a meeting, Yan Fu met him with a cold face. In their dialogue, Yan Fu’s cold and precise “Everything will be handled according to the framework agreement” dismissed the Japanese minister.

The Japanese minister then turned to request a meeting with Yuan Shikai, but Yuan Shikai wouldn't see him at all. The attendants' words were: “This matter is the responsibility of the Cabinet.” Now the Japanese side was finally anxious. Yuan Shikai wasn't particularly short of money now, and the People's Party's industrial products—such as soda ash, industrial acids, hardware, and various dyes—had already begun to enter the Japanese market on a large scale. What Japan could sell to China was nothing more than coal, paper, and similar goods. Once this “Trade Balance” was implemented, the British provided no economic support for Japan's claims, which put Japan in a very difficult position.

Precisely because they knew what they had done and had lost British support, no matter how thick-skinned the Japanese minister was, he couldn't fully mobilize his influence.

The American minister didn't involve himself in this matter. Their biggest trading partner wasn't Beiyang, but the People's Party. Cooperation with the People's Party in synthetic ammonia had brought huge profits to American syndicates. The People's Party had begun importing large amounts of American machinery and equipment. Oil from the West Coast also began to be sold in large quantities to the base areas. Similarly, the People's Party's raw silk and other products were sold in large quantities to the United States. The People's Party now held significant decision-making power over import and export trade quotas.

The American minister simply went to meet Chen Ke. As it turned out, the results were quite satisfactory for him. Besides guaranteeing that current imports and exports would remain unaffected, the People's Party proposed the issue of importing coconuts from the Philippines.

The Philippines is commonly known as the "Land of a Thousand Islands," with numerous uninhabited islands of all sizes covered in coconut trees. When American industrial products crossed the Pacific to China, besides machinery and bulk commodities which remained profitable, many goods simply had no market in China. Conversely, it was cheaper to ship Chinese goods directly to the Philippines.

“We want to try our hand at the coconut trade. As long as the transport is timely, they can be shipped to China in just two or three days,” suggested Wang Bin, the negotiating representative who was considered “pro-American” by the US side, quite seriously.

“Can they be shipped to China in two or three days?” The American minister was not very familiar with the situation in the Philippines.

“There are as many of them as you want in the Philippines. There’s no need to ship them to Wuhan; they can be shipped directly to Guangdong.”

“What do you want coconuts for?” The US Minister to China didn't want the credit to be snatched away by the American Governor-General of the Philippines.

“To eat,” Wang Bin gave a concise and comprehensive reply.

Faced with such a straightforward attitude, the US Minister to China yielded on the matter. “Fine, I will look into it. Mr. Wang, are you satisfied with using the services of British banks?”

Having dealt with the People's Party frequently, the Americans quite liked their frank communication style. Wang Bin spoke of money and prices at every turn, which perfectly suited the American minister’s appetite. American diplomats had a characteristic: they were all sent out by prominent families. Diplomats, after all, came firstly to build their resumes and secondly to make money. The People's Party talked business at length; the price for positions at the US Minister to China—especially the consulates in Wuhan and Wuhu, which handled contact with the People's Party base areas—had already reached quite high levels. A third-class counselor position capable of talking business with the People's Party sold for twenty thousand dollars. As for a first-class counselor at a consulate, the asking price started at fifty thousand dollars, with no discount.

“What do you mean?” Wang Bin asked.

“I have read the full text of the *China Trade Framework Agreement*. It doesn't stipulate that British bank services must be used. Our American banks are also very reputable. Our country believes that trade between the US and your Party does not need to be under this total quota.”

Wang Bin thought to himself, *“Here it comes.”* His face remained expressionless as he continued to listen quietly.

The United States had once advocated for an “Open Door” policy in the Chinese market. When it was their turn to make a fortune in the Chinese market, the Americans immediately threw the “Open Door” principle to the winds. They held firmly to the People's Party market they had already occupied, unwilling to let other countries have a piece.

After articulating his position quite frankly, the American representative waited for Wang Bin’s answer.

“I think this can be discussed further. After all, commodities still need competition; only with competition is there progress,” Wang Bin said slowly, stating his viewpoint. The People's Party didn't want to be held by the throat. In the implementation of quota trade agreements, many things would surely become political struggles. It was somewhat better within the People's Party, but if foreigners used their monopoly advantage to squeeze prices, it would be a huge loss. Especially given that the base areas' own heavy industry was currently very backward, what the People's Party precisely needed was competition among foreign goods.

The American minister naturally wouldn't give up. Behind him was his financial backer, the Bank of Boston. In this trade, the Bank of Boston not only hoped to handle the People's Party's financial business in the US but even more so hoped to liberate US-base area trade from British control.

Regarding the Minister’s diligent lobbying, Wang Bin was a bit overwhelmed. He changed the subject: “Mr. Minister, have you considered the coconut trade?”

The Minister was not familiar with the Philippines at all. Seeing Wang Bin raise the topic again, he could only reply politely: “This issue isn't that important, is it?”

Wang Bin said slowly: “Suppose one coconut sells for one cent. If we buy a hundred million coconuts, that's one million dollars. If we buy a billion coconuts, that's ten million dollars...”

How much was ten million dollars in 1911? It was roughly equivalent to five billion dollars in 2011. Historically, the DuPont Company made a fortune during World War I and was cursed by Americans as heartless war profiteers. They made a hundred million dollars throughout the entire war.

Of course, the American minister didn't know about DuPont making a war fortune a few years later. He remained silent, his brain working rapidly. Trade with the People's Party was different from private trade; the contracts were large in scale and long in duration. If a trade volume of one billion coconuts per year could really be reached, that would be a steady ten million dollars in turnover every year. Even after deducting all expenses, a net profit of five million dollars was hopeful. If the Minister himself could act as the contact person and take a 10% commission, that would be five hundred thousand dollars a year. In three years, it would be 1.5 million.

“Mr. Wang, do you think this trade can really reach that amount? A billion a year?” The Bank of Boston matter was a big deal, long-term, with great interests. Naturally, the negotiations would be exceptionally difficult. Conversely, the immediate interest before the Minister's eyes seemed quite "short, smooth, and fast." The Minister pushed the Bank of Boston matter aside and began negotiating for the more realistic immediate interests.
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Chen Ke knew one thing deeply: if he hadn't been born in New China, it would have been impossible for him to receive a comprehensive social and political education from a young age. Since political education classes began in junior high school, everything taught in those classes was the truth. For example, regarding banks.

The People's Bank of China executes monetary policy and is responsible for issuing currency; it is not a commercial bank. The Agricultural Bank, Construction Bank, and Industrial and Commercial Bank are responsible for deposits and loans. If he hadn't been forced to memorize these things as a child, Chen Ke would not have been able to gradually build a vital understanding of currency later on the internet. For instance, the Renminbi (RMB) is a type of fiat currency.

In 1911, the currency in the base area was quite unique. The RMB was an extremely rare "fiat currency" in the world at that time, while other currencies of the same period all had "collateral." These currencies were basically pegged to gold. Holding the currency allowed one to go to a bank and exchange it for gold. Major powers like Britain, France, Germany, and the United States all adopted the gold standard.

Since the banks in the base area were complete copies of the banks in New China, it was naturally impossible for them to issue this kind of gold-standard currency. Thus, Chen Ke finally began to understand why the Party historically attached such great importance to cooperatives. The banks and cooperatives in the base area, by distorting supply and demand and only using RMB for transactions, forced the people to use the RMB. For example, the use of gold, silver, and copper coins in transactions had been largely eliminated within the base area.

The RMB in the base area actually copied the Party's policy of grain collateral. The People's Party did not allow private individuals to engage in the grain trade; all grain stores were state-owned. In the state-owned grain stores, the price of grain was pinned down. Whether it was a year of famine or a year of abundance, it remained unchanged across the board. Since state-run grain stores only accepted RMB and absolutely did not accept other currencies or gold and silver for transactions, the credit of the RMB was established in this way.

This didn't matter much internally, but an issue arose externally. Various countries had strong doubts about the value of the RMB. Holding RMB only allowed one to purchase goods and grain; as a foreigner, one couldn't even directly purchase grain with RMB. This was because they lacked a household registration book. The only feasible use was using RMB to eat at restaurants.

Chen Ke's concepts came entirely from political textbooks: "Currency is a universal equivalent." The problem was that in international trade, there was no obligation for foreign countries to unconditionally accept Chen Ke's concepts. Without real gold and silver, or a currency that could be directly exchanged for them, people simply wouldn't trust you.

"This is exactly why we have no choice but to use the services of foreign banks," the base area's newly appointed Minister of Finance, Qin Wu'an, said slowly. Qin Wu'an was also an "old revolutionary" who had previously worked in the logistics department; he was a man of few words, but he never shrunk back or avoided speaking when it was necessary.

The comrades attending the meeting were all cadres of the Ministry of Finance, and they were all too clear on these basic theories, so there was no need for Qin Wu'an to specifically emphasize them. Foreigners certainly wouldn't accept a paper currency that only circulated in parts of China. Although everyone felt it was a pity, they didn't find it difficult to understand. Conversely, the foreign currency earned was all thanks to the hard labor of the people in the base area. After thinking this through, everyone lost the idea of hoarding currency.

Having finished with the financial issues, Qin Wu'an turned to practical matters. "The Central Committee wants to establish a primary processing plant for coconuts in Guangdong."

"Why not build it in the base area?" someone immediately asked. Since everything was the result of labor, the cadres in the base area only feared a lack of employment opportunities.

Foreign trade and the internal economic operation of the base area were two different things. Chen Ke had repeatedly emphasized Marx's "perilous leap"—the quote that "the process from money to product, and from product back to money, which is the process of capital appreciation, is a perilous leap." If goods are produced but cannot be sold, then the producer is finished.

Everyone in the base area had land to farm, which was thanks to the land reform. And everyone having a job was due to the domestic market caused by the absolute social deprivation of current China; in foreign trade, the People's Party assumed all the risks of this "perilous leap." Since the Central Committee had decided to start the coconut processing industry, the economic cadres instinctively believed the industry should be located in the base area to increase employment.

"The Central Committee wants to set up this industry in Guangzhou, firstly because Guangzhou is very close to the Philippines, meaning low transportation costs. Additionally, we want to establish a strategic layout in Guangzhou," Qin Wu'an explained.

"Regarding the layout, will the Guangdong local government agree?"

"What about security?"

The comrades raised their opinions one after another.

"We will send troops to protect the industries in this layout," Qin Wu'an continued to explain.

"The Guangdong government will agree to let us station troops in Guangzhou?" The comrades were even more surprised.

Qin Wu'an replied in a light tone, "If they refuse to let us send troops, it means the Guangdong government is a counter-revolutionary government, and it will be necessary for us to liberate the entire Guangdong province right now."

This answer pushed the reasoning to its limit. The Finance Ministry comrades stopped pestering about security issues and shifted the topic back to the initial factory setup.

"If we process 100 million coconuts every year..." Qin Wu'an had just started when he saw the comrades' eyes widen in shock. He had to explain further, "The Central Committee's intention is to scale this up to one billion. For the initial phase, I'll start with 100 million."

No one spoke anymore; solid figures like these were enough to explain everything. The comrades quietly listened as Qin Wu'an continued his introduction.

"If one worker can perform primary processing on 50 coconuts a day, 100 million coconuts would require two million man-days." Qin Wu'an had already been surprised himself and could now maintain full composure. "The meat, shell, juice, and fiber from these initially processed products are all primary industrial goods. Part of these primary industrial goods will be sent back to the base area for deep processing, while another part will continue to be processed in Guangzhou. So overall, a large integrated processing plant with over 40,000 people is needed in Guangzhou."

"That's equivalent to building a new large city! Among our many county seats, none of them even has 40,000 people. I think we should still put this industry in the base area," said Lv Zhengtao, who was responsible for agricultural product processing. "Instead of going through all this trouble, it would be better to just liberate Guangdong and be done with it."

"Guangdong will definitely be liberated in the future, but if we force our way in now, that's not liberation—at most, it's conquest. The Central Committee believes we cannot do it that way," Qin Wu'an explained.

Fighting wars was not the business of the Finance Ministry, so Lv Zhengtao was just speaking casually. "Then is the industrial layout just this one thing—opening a factory in Guangzhou?"

"Such a large factory is equivalent to building a new city. The factory equipment needs power, all these people need to eat and drink, and tap water must be provided. This will likely require rebuilding the entire city of Guangzhou. In this process, on one hand, we enter the countryside to mobilize the masses, and on the other, we struggle against the various conservative forces in Guangdong. The final armed struggle is a matter for the Central Committee to decide."

Many of the Finance Ministry comrades also came from a military background, so they were naturally no strangers to military struggle. However, this method of struggle was quite novel. Someone was about to speak, but seeing Qin Wu'an continue, they temporarily swallowed their words.

"As for the comprehensive layout, Guangdong lacks coal. In the early stages, it's impossible for us to have so much power to build a 'New Guangdong,' so coal must be transported from the Annam coal mines to Guangdong. Thus, the coconuts come from the Philippines, and the coal comes from Annam. The equipment and organizational personnel come from our base area. Within this layout, our Finance Ministry needs to provide financial support. At the very least, this budget must be drawn up."

No one responded this time. It involved both international and domestic aspects, including multiple departments in the base area; it indeed required a massive budget. Qin Wu'an's understated words depicted a complex yet clear situation. After a long while, Lv Zhengtao asked, "This is clearly a vision proposed by Chairman Chen, isn't it?"

"The Central Committee has finally decided to pass this plan." Qin Wu'an knew that Chen Ke didn't want his name pushed to the forefront of everything. Doing so was fine in the past, but now that the People's Party had grown to its current scale, what needed to be highlighted was the leadership of the Party Central Committee.

"Are coconuts really that good?" Lv Zhengtao continued to ask.

"Whether coconuts are good or not, the deep processing is completed in the base area. You'll see it when the time comes." Qin Wu'an gave an answer that wasn't quite an answer.

"Will this be that easy? Setting aside the difficulty of recruiting 40,000 workers, managing so many people is even more difficult. I still feel it's more appropriate to put this industry in our base area." Lv Zhengtao was responsible for agricultural product processing and had a deep sense of the organizational difficulties of labor-intensive enterprises. The People's Party's largest factory had only just over a thousand people; for this enterprise far away in Guangdong to need 40,000 people, he felt it was unreliable no matter what.

Qin Wu'an was about to continue persuading them when he heard Wang Fengshan, who was in charge of statistics, laugh. "Since the Central Committee has decided, more detailed steps will definitely be told to us later. However, I've never seen what a coconut is. Minister Qin, you have to get a few for me to taste!"

Hearing this, the meeting room erupted into a burst of loud laughter. Amidst the laughter, Qin Wu'an replied calmly, "There are some outside. I'll bring them in for everyone to eat right now."

The United States is a country built on a foundation of complete individualism, and the American Minister to China reflected the American national character in this regard. More accurately, he brimmed with the style of the American ruling class. He had originally thought about taking a cut of the commission from this deal, but after thinking it over, he felt that doing so was truly inappropriate. Such a lazy attitude would be an insult to his ancestors' hard work in the slave trade and a disgrace to his family's ferocity in killing and burning in the West.

The Minister put aside the matter of the Bank of Boston and instead sent a telegram for family members to rush to the Philippines as quickly as possible on the family's fast ships. At the same time, he utilized his authority to make the Philippine bureaucratic system display unprecedented efficiency, registering an American trading company within two days. Within ten days, the first ship of coconuts was delivered to the base area.

Coconuts were too cheap in the Philippines—cheap to the point that they could be picked up for free. What this company needed was to send ships to cruise among the Philippine islands, direct people to load the coconuts onto the ships, and then move to the next island. All the Minister's company needed was to collect the labor for moving them. Wang Bin was not polite either; he directly invested in this company. After the two sides finalized a contract for purchasing ships, Wang Bin bargained with the Minister and finally set the coconut price at 120 coconuts per dollar. As for labor, the People's Party guaranteed to provide the Minister with manpower; at the very least, the base area could immediately send out hands to move coconuts. The combination of "American style" and "base area speed" created a minor miracle in commercial behavior in 1911.

The Finance Ministry comrades were all eating this fruit for the first time. Huge coconuts were placed on the table, and even the well-traveled comrades were startled.

"How do you eat such a big thing?" Wang Fengshan asked in surprise.

Qin Wu'an placed a wrapped cloth bundle on the conference table. Pulling back the cloth, a pile of small knives and reed stalks were revealed. "Carve a hole on top, stick the reed stalk in, and suck out the juice inside first."

The comrades picked up the knives, each using their own methods to carve holes and insert the reed stalks to take a sip of the juice. Except for Wang Fengshan, who spat out the coconut water he had sucked in, the other comrades seemed to enjoy it.

Qin Wu'an leaned in to sniff it and laughed, "This coconut is spoiled. I'll get you another one."

While loudly lamenting his bad luck, Wang Fengshan didn't hold a grudge. He opened a hole in the newly brought coconut, took a cautious sip, and a sweet, clear juice entered his mouth through the reed stalk, refreshing his spirit.

Amidst a wave of praise, everyone finished the coconut water. Qin Wu'an had the comrades cut the coconuts open, and the snow-white coconut meat, emitting a fragrant aroma, appeared before their eyes.

"The coconut meat can also be eaten," Qin Wu'an introduced, only to find that his words might be redundant; even as he spoke, someone had already started using a knife to cut off pieces of coconut meat and put them into their mouths.

"Not only can the juice be drunk and the meat be eaten, but coconut oil can also be extracted from the meat, and coconut wine can be brewed from it." Qin Wu'an took out two bottles, one filled with clear coconut oil and one with coconut wine.

He also took out several brushes with different lengths of brown fibers. "The fibers inside the coconut shell can be used to make brushes. The coconut shells can be burned for charcoal or used to make buttons. In short, the utilization rate is extremely high."

Wang Fengshan satisfactorily ate a large piece of coconut meat and asked with a puzzled look, "Why would the Americans be willing to hand over such a good thing to us?"

"By handing it to us, the Americans we cooperate with can obtain the greatest personal benefits. Moreover, in Asia, there's a lack of processing capacity and organized labor like ours in the base area; many raw materials simply cannot be utilized. We know how to process them, but on a small scale, it simply doesn't make money. On a large scale, people can't afford the investment. To forge iron, one must be strong themselves. If one cannot be like us, where a single investment can put millions of dollars to use, then as good as coconuts are, not just anyone can get the job done." Qin Wu'an gave the answer.

While Qin Wu'an was talking with the comrades about the relationship between investment, labor organization, input of production means, and large-scale raw materials, the American Minister and Wang Bin sat together and lit Manila cigars.

After being busy for nearly a month, the matter of the Bank of Boston had also been delayed for nearly a month, but the American Minister clearly looked to be in a pleasant mood. The matter of the Bank of Boston was a long-term and arduous negotiation task, but the money earned by his own family was cash in hand. The People's Party was generous and had very clear commercial ideas. For example, after taking a stake in the new company, they were very quick to pay for a dozen coconut transport ships. The coconut industry required large investments and was slow to see results; if the price of a single coconut was set too high, no one would buy it, and if it was too low, it wouldn't make money. Only through scale could benefits be achieved.

Exhaling a puff of smoke, the Minister laughed, "I've always heard that Mr. Wang is proficient in business. This cooperation has shown that your reputation is indeed well-deserved."

"Everyone can do business, but not everyone has the opportunity to cooperate with you, Minister," Wang Bin also laughed.

This straightforward statement satisfied the Minister, and he began to give Wang Bin a lesson. "The First National Bank of Boston was founded in 1859. After merging with the Massachusetts Bank in 1903, it still retained the name First National Bank of Boston..."

Wang Bin listened with a smile while recalling the People's Party's investigation results. The Boston Financial Group was one of the oldest monopoly financial groups in the United States. It was formed by the merger of the Lowell, Lawrence, Adams, and Lodge families, who became wealthy through the slave trade in the 19th century, with the rising Kennedy family. At that time, these families invested the huge sums of capital accumulated from overseas colonial plunder into commercial banks, insurance businesses, and investment companies, relying on these financial institutions to provide funds for textile, tanning, shoemaking, clothing, food, and chemical light industries. Due to the rapid development of light industry, by the early 20th century, these few Boston families, who intermarried across generations, had formed the Boston Financial Group with the First National Bank of Boston as its core. The American Minister was a member of the Boston group, which could be seen from his surname, Lawrence.

The problem was that the Boston group's strength in industrial and mining enterprises was inferior to that of the large Eastern financial groups; the industries it controlled were originally mainly light industries. The People's Party had always cooperated with American heavy industry groups, such as Morgan and Rockefeller. Cooperating with the Boston group would not only be of no help to the People's Party's heavy industry development but would be more likely to trigger dissatisfaction from the heavy industry groups. That would be more loss than gain.

However, the People's Party was also unwilling to truly offend the Boston Financial Group, as they were currently one of the largest buyers of the People's Party's raw silk. This was also why the American Minister dared to so bluntly demand cooperation.

"Financial cooperation is a partnership that requires long-term testing; there's no need to rush it. However, we are interested in purchasing textile equipment, which should interest you, Minister," Wang Bin laughed. Just as Wang Bin expected, the Minister immediately changed direction, pushing the matter of cooperation with the Bank of Boston aside once again.

Wang Bin could temporarily use cooperation to stall the Boston group, but when a representative of the Morgan group—the true heavy hitter in their cooperation—appeared before him and demanded that Wang Bin cooperate with JPMorgan Bank in finance, Wang Bin finally became serious.

The People's Party's heavy industry to date, whether in steel or synthetic ammonia, had been in cooperation with the Morgan group. This group's style was crude and cold, though it didn't quite match the Rockefeller group's feats of sending liberated Black people into mines to work to death or using cannons and machine guns to sweep across "coal-blackies." Even though those groups of coal miners averaged 2.4 guns per person, they were still left in heaps of corpses by the Rockefeller group's private soldiers.

Nevertheless, Wang Bin still disliked the Morgan group's attitude; Morgan was too fond of participating in the financial industry. As long as there was the slightest opportunity, they wouldn't let it go.

However, Wang Bin still warmly received the Morgan group's representative. Because on this matter, Chen Ke's stance was very firm: "For China's interests, we will even deal with the devil. Since we have to deal with devils, why not choose the strongest one?"
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Due to their late start, the Morgan Group had only just secured the position of Second Secretary at the US Consulate in Wuhu, China. Their representative arrived knowing the relationship between the People's Party and the Boston Financial Group, and their trump card this time was "credit."

"As long as the People's Party uses our Morgan accounts, you can enjoy a significant credit line with preferential interest rates specifically set for your machinery purchases."

"I hope you won't laugh, but as you know, for a political entity like ours, trade balance is the ultimate goal. For instance, the Boston group believes they've helped us earn too much money, only for that money to eventually be taken by Morgan. They hope for a return on their investment—at least the return of having us hold our accounts with them," Wang Bin said with his customary sincerity. Often, hiding things only leads to suspicion; communication isn't just about letting the other party know what you want to do, but more importantly, letting them know why you are doing it.

The Morgan representative was slightly surprised. Wang Bin's words revealed details of weakness—for example, that the Boston group could threaten the People's Party with the fact that they "made them money." However, he would never be so naive as to exploit this "weakness" now. After all, the Morgan Group had earned substantial profits from the People's Party. More importantly, he didn't entirely believe Wang Bin was truly being that weak. Business was business; the Boston group's large-scale purchase of the People's Party's raw silk was by no means an act of humanitarianism or charity. The People's Party's silk was of superior quality and in ample supply, making it highly competitive in the international market.

Carefully observing Wang Bin, the representative tried to figure out what his true hole card was. He didn't know that Wang Bin considered the Morgan Group's style to be crude and cold, just as Wang Bin didn't know the Morgan representative thought he had a Puritanical style. The Morgan Group naturally knew the People's Party wasn't a financial conglomerate, let alone a family-run business. Even if Wang Bin, as a high-ranking representative, didn't need to live in luxury, he didn't need to be so ascetic.

In fact, Wang Bin and his colleagues stayed in ordinary hotels and ate ordinary meals. Aside from resting, they spent every day either reading, inspecting factories, or negotiating business. They neither drank nor sought out women. It would be one thing if they were penniless, but Wang Bin himself discussed million-dollar deals. An American at his level would likely find such a dull life unbearable, yet Wang Bin and his team were perfectly at ease. From the relatively Puritanical perspective of an American, it was hard to find a word other than "ascetic" to describe them.

"Do you have an ultimate vision?" the representative asked.

"Nothing will satisfy everyone, but for a political entity like ours, we still hope to avoid risks and dissatisfaction to the maximum extent. Unless..."

"Unless what?" The Morgan representative couldn't help but lean forward slightly, listening more intently.

"Unless the benefits are so great that we are willing to take such risks," Wang Bin replied.

"Heh." The representative now had a rough idea. "First, what if the credit line could reach fifty million dollars?"

"What our side can guarantee is that all credit will be used to purchase machinery and equipment," Wang Bin immediately responded.

"Regarding the transfers, you don't need to worry about any issues between us and the Boston group. Once the contract is signed, it takes effect," the Morgan representative promised.

Wang Bin cursed inwardly—this representative was surely underestimated him! The Boston group wouldn't be so stupid as to withhold the money; it wasn't that they wouldn't want to keep the funds in their own bank for a while longer, but if they failed to pay on time, what would happen to the Bank of Boston's credit? A bank without credit is a dead bank.

Wang Bin nodded slightly, refusing to comment on such a foolish point.

"Then what else concerns you?" the representative asked.

"As you know, there are many economic fluctuations in the United States. For our interests, if we can buy at the bottom, we won't let the opportunity pass. How would you view that?" Wang Bin finally voiced the core issue. Within the People's Party, the capitalist economic crisis was emphasized; the direct result of such a crisis is many enterprises going bankrupt. Many previously expensive pieces of equipment could be purchased at extremely low prices. If the People's Party were to do this, they would need sufficient support within the US.

"Do you wish for us, the Morgan Group, to provide investment opportunities?" the representative asked directly.

"Investment opportunities are a large part of it, and we also need a large amount of cheap equipment," Wang Bin stated his meaning more clearly. The Morgan Group was by no means a group of saints, but it was also impossible for them to enter China and harm the People's Party. Similarly, the People's Party had no way to affect the Morgan Group across the Pacific. If they went to court in the US, the People's Party could never defeat Morgan. Currently, both sides were in a "mutually beneficial cooperation" relationship; if this basic level of mutual trust couldn't be achieved to some extent, Wang Bin wouldn't dare to place his bets easily.

"If you are willing to let us invest in China, those concerns are entirely unnecessary," the representative replied.

This was the simplest solution, but also one that was extremely difficult for the People's Party to accept right now. On one hand, they publicized that they represented the interests of the laborers; on the other, they would be accepting foreign investment in China. Only Chen Ke could make such a decision; Wang Bin could not make such a monumental choice.

"I will ask Chairman Chen Ke for his stance on this matter," Wang Bin replied.

In a Party lesson, Wang Bin had heard Chen Ke explain a viewpoint: whether it was the current capitalist system or the socialist system being built in the base area, the core of any system revolved around the use of production means, labor, and capital. The difference between the two systems lay in whether capital controlled politics or politics controlled capital.

That explanation had once given Wang Bin a sense of sudden enlightenment. The problem was that he never expected he would face such a level of questioning and have to worry about such problems so early. But there was no helping it; compared to the base area, the United States was an extremely powerful existence. In terms of capital depth, industrial strength, and capital operation, the People's Party was in a weak position. To turn that weakness around on the field, they had to rely on the fact that the People's Party was a political entity with government and military chips to play.

Whether capital controlled politics or politics controlled capital—it truly was a question. Wang Bin couldn't help but admire Chen Ke's foresight. At this moment, he also realized some of his own thoughts; he truly hoped that when dealing with foreign capital, he could be the strong party dominating the situation, rather than being caught in a dilemma like he was now.

Wang Bin's dilemma was a "happy" one. One of the two major political entities constructing the trade framework agreement, the Beiyang Central Government, did not have to face such enthusiastic and proactive commercial partners. Those who came to the Beiyang government seeking cooperation were not just one or two, but they all came seeking to lend money to Beiyang.

Of course, with the support of the fixed trade agreement, the conditions offered by the lenders this time were far less harsh than before. But even so, Yuan Shikai was furious. Setting aside the matter of military expansion, Beiyang's finances had finally caught a break. Moreover, at Chen Ke's suggestion, Yuan Shikai tried marketing soybeans from the Northeast to foreign merchants, which immediately caused a sensation, with orders pouring in. Combined with the taxes from livelihood enterprises like honeycomb briquettes established by the People's Party in Beijing and Tianjin, Yuan Shikai didn't have much spare cash, but he no longer had to live on borrowed money. Yet that's how the world is: when you're broke, you beg everyone for a loan and it's impossible; when you're not broke, there are plenty of people wanting to lend to you just to collect interest.

Yuan Shikai didn't want to deal with these people. His frustration lay in seeing a perfectly good export-driven economic plan that Beiyang was unable to capitalize on. When Yan Fu initially proposed the plan, it had caused a stir in the Beiyang cabinet. But when it came to execution, Yan Fu showed his great inadequacy in administrative work. "Incompetent at managing subordinates" was undoubtedly the description of Yan Fu at this time. Yuan Shikai could understand the cabinet members' resistance to Yan Fu; as a "commander without troops," holding the empty title of Premier, he was actually unable to make any of his ministers obey his orders.

Yuan Shikai felt a sense of pleasure at this state of affairs. The People's Party had dominated the situation for too long—so long that Yuan Shikai didn't even want to look back at that period. Even if Yan Fu's current failure didn't actually serve Yuan Shikai's interests, he was happy to see Yan Fu's predicament.

It wasn't until Yan Fu proposed going abroad for a visit—the British had already invited him to visit the UK—that Yuan Shikai felt his hands-off approach might be inappropriate. Even so, he didn't immediately decide to veto the idea. Yan Fu was, after all, a man of the People's Party; once he left the cabinet for an overseas visit, the Beiyang cabinet would once again become a true Beiyang cabinet. After considering for quite a while, Yuan Shikai finally agreed to Yan Fu's request. In January 1912, Premier Yan Fu boarded an ocean liner in Tianjin for his visit.

Having sent away the Beiyang cabinet's biggest headache, Vice-Premier Xu Shichang, acting as Premier, regained his vitality. "I believe we should vigorously promote foreign trade." Xu Shichang brought out his own plan, which the cabinet members laughed at inwardly as they listened. The entire plan was a complete copy of the one Yan Fu had proposed—even the wording was barely changed. Xu Shichang didn't care what his ministers thought; he had already decided to show off his own strength through this matter.



★


Dividing Territory and Quotas Part 4

Volume 4 - Chapter 151

❧ ❧ ❧


# Chapter V04C151: Dividing Territory and Quotas (Part 4)

"Premier Xu, this won't do." Zhang Jian, the Minister of Industry, Commerce, and People's Affairs, was the first to rise and voice his opposition.

Since Xu Shichang wanted to establish his own political record, he needed achievements. In Xu's view, extending the original Beijing-Zhangjiakou (Jing-Zhang) Railway to Baotou would be a significant milestone. Beiyang possessed China's top-tier railway engineering team. After Zhan Tianyou, the chief designer, successfully completed the Jing-Zhang line, he had been tirelessly lobbying the Beiyang government to build a line from Zhangjiakou to Baotou, and even planned for one from Baotou to Suiyuan.

Building railways was a good thing; as the saying goes, "When the train whistles, gold flows." However, before earning ten thousand ounces of gold, one had to invest ten thousand ounces of gold first. The source of funding for this railway, as planned by Xu Shichang, left many members of the Beiyang cabinet quite dissatisfied. Yuan Shikai had allowed the People's Party to establish a wool-purchasing enterprise in Zhangjiakou, which had been quite successful. Ever since the railway was completed, Zhangjiakou had become the destination for herdsmen on the grasslands to sell their goods. The impoverished herdsmen didn't want money; they lacked industrial goods. Relying on the Beijing-Hankou line, the People's Party transported large quantities of tea and cloth to Zhangjiakou for direct trade with the herdsmen. Adding up various types of trade, Beiyang collected 700,000 taels of tax silver in a single year.

Xu Shichang wanted to invest this money into railway construction, which was touching a lot of people's "cheese." Zhang Jian was in charge of the Ministry of Industry, Commerce, and People's Affairs, and commercial taxes were his political achievement. Zhang Jian was an "airdropped cadre"; while Yan Fu was merely disliked by the cabinet, at least he originated from the Beiyang group. Zhang Jian, a top-ranking scholar from the late Qing dynasty, though famous, had his roots in Jiangsu and was isolated within the Beiyang cabinet.

Other taxes within Beiyang's territory were already controlled by various factions. The newly opened tax sources relied entirely on businesses opened by the People's Party. Xu Shichang wasn't touching others' money but was directly demanding the benefits Zhang Jian had worked hard to gather into his hands. Naturally, Zhang Jian refused to yield.

However, Xu Shichang was not Yan Fu. The Beiyang cabinet could force Yan Fu to go abroad, but they couldn't touch Xu Shichang.

"Mr. Zhang, Mr. Zhan Tianyou mentioned that the railway from Zhangjiakou to Baotou can be completed in about three years. Once the railway is through, commerce will flourish even more. Why only look at the present?"

Zhang Jian countered sharply, "Currently, the central government's finances are very difficult, and building a railway requires a massive investment. Even if we take the taxes from the many newly established enterprises, I'm afraid it won't be enough. By the time commercial taxes are collected, the treasury will have been emptied. What use will it be then to just stand by the railway? It would be better to issue railway bonds."

Xu Shichang would not let Zhang Jian block his path. He immediately replied, "From issuing to selling railway bonds, it would take at least six months. Now, if we just tighten our belts a bit, the railway can start construction immediately. Moreover, once construction starts, trains can run on the sections completed first, which will allow the wool trade to grow even larger and tax revenue to increase further. Some things can be planned for the long term, but some things must be done immediately."

The dispute lasted until noon. During lunch, Xu Shichang found Yuan Shikai. "Mr. President, I believe the matter of building the railway can no longer be delayed."

Yuan Shikai actually supported Xu Shichang. Building a railway from Zhangjiakou to Baotou meant a significant increase in Beiyang's control over the local area. Zhan Tianyou's construction of the Jing-Zhang line was personally overseen by Yuan Shikai; originally planned to take six years and cost 7 million taels of silver, it took only four years and cost 5 million taels. Yuan Shikai had great confidence in Zhan Tianyou.

"I will speak to Zhang Jian about this," Yuan Shikai replied.

Xu Shichang was very satisfied. Yan Fu was forced to go abroad precisely because he lacked such support from Yuan Shikai. When the cabinet ministers work against you, life as a Premier is not easy. This was not a problem that could be solved simply by removing the opposing cabinet members. Every member of the cabinet represented the interests of a considerable group of people. The ministers who jumped out openly were actually the easiest to deal with. But if one couldn't reach an agreement with those underlying forces, any matter would encounter layers of obstacles from the shadows. Yuan Shikai's prestige showed its advantage at this time; as long as Yuan Shikai gave his clear support, at least no one would dare to oppose him too much.

However, Xu Shichang's joy did not last long. Yuan Shikai continued, "Juren, the emptiness of the treasury that Zhang Jian spoke of is not without reason. If we issue bonds, the railway could temporarily save a lot of money."

As Yuan Shikai's loyalist and confidant, Xu Shichang dared to speak the truth. "Mr. President, issuing bonds is to solve an urgent need. With current bond interest rates, it's essentially usury. I wouldn't dare take that path."

Mentioning interest rates, Yuan Shikai stopped talking. The lenders were like wolves and tigers, and Yuan Shikai truly did not want to bring more trouble upon himself.

Zhang Jian's view on bonds was completely different from Yuan Shikai's. When Yuan Shikai spoke to him about the matter, this former Qing scholar said aggressively, "Mr. President, issuing bonds is good for both the country and the people. Private funds have a place to be used, and the country can carry out construction."

"Then what about the matter of repaying the debt?" Yuan Shikai asked.

"Railways should not be state-owned in the first place!" Zhang Jian loudly answered Yuan Shikai's question. "Whoever invests, benefits. The state doesn't need to do it itself; it just plans the projects. The interests of railways are huge, and merchants know this. So, railway companies should be formed, and merchants should invest and operate them independently. The state just collects taxes and doesn't need to bear the risks, while gaining a major source of revenue for free. This is what should be done. Premier Xu wants the state to build the railway entirely. Not only can the treasury not afford it, but even if it could, the operational returns would be an issue."

Zhang Jian had been promoting this theory for a long time, and Yuan Shikai had heard it many times. After pondering for a while, Yuan Shikai said, "If I were to let you, Jizhi, take charge of a railway, would you be willing?"

Zhang Jian's previous indignation was mainly directed at Xu Shichang; having the taxes he controlled forcibly taken away was something anyone would find unbearable. Hearing Yuan Shikai's question, Zhang Jian didn't dare to reply immediately. Private companies handling railway construction would be fine if it could be done, but the water there was too deep. Zhang Jian had the courage to oppose Xu Shichang because he didn't need to accomplish anything; he only needed to prevent Xu Shichang from accomplishing anything. Conversely, if Zhang Jian wanted to accomplish something and Xu Shichang tripped him from behind, Zhang Jian didn't believe Yuan Shikai would firmly support him.

Yuan Shikai didn't push too hard either. He turned instead to current administrative affairs. "Jizhi, you've been promoting industry, and your connections in the private sector are very broad. Your Ministry of Industry, Commerce, and People's Affairs should take responsibility for foreign exports."

"Mr. President, I plan to find a few counties in Shandong to grow cotton," Zhang Jian immediately replied. He had originally grown cotton in several counties in northern Jiangsu, and his operations there had been quite good. However, when the People's Party took northern Jiangsu, Zhang Jian's family business vanished. Hearing Yuan Shikai speak, Zhang Jian immediately became energized.

"That's excellent; you should work hard at it," Yuan Shikai encouraged.

Having settled the cabinet dispute, Yuan Shikai returned to his office and sat straight on the sofa, fatigue finally appearing on his face. The once intense and turbulent situation seemed to have calmed down, and the country was moving on the track of development. This should have been a good thing. But as soon as external pressure eased, internal struggle immediately intensified.

Currently, because Beiyang lacked money, the conflict between Xu Shichang and Zhang Jian still revolved around the core axis of how to develop the economy. This was already a very normal struggle. Even so, the two had likely developed a personal grudge due to their public conflict. Yuan Shikai had originally wanted to balance the situation by letting Zhang Jian take on a railway construction and also see how much capability Zhang Jian truly had. Zhang Jian's reputation had always been "daring to take on tasks," but he had unexpectedly shrunk back when it mattered. These scholars truly couldn't be relied upon.

Looking at Beiyang's internal problems, Yuan Shikai couldn't help but think of the People's Party. According to intelligence, the People's Party started construction on three railways simultaneously this year: Lianyungang to Xuzhou, Zaozhuang to Xuzhou, and Lianyungang to Shanghai. Did the People's Party completely lack this kind of internal struggle?

The People's Party certainly had struggles, and they were quite intense. Chen Ke's idea of opening a coconut processing base in Guangdong met with opposition from the Finance Ministry.

Every year from November to the following January was the busiest time for the Finance Ministry—annual summaries and the financial planning for the second year. The statistics department of the Finance Ministry occupied a building with over twenty rooms and more than four hundred people. The sound of so many people clicking away on abacuses filled the entire building with vitality.

In January 1912, many new faces appeared in the People's Party's statistics department. These new faces included both men and women, with the only commonality being that they were very young. The first batch of junior high school graduates from the base area's formal education system had officially entered the workforce.

Starting in 1906, when the People's Party arrived in the Fengtai County base area, they began promoting a compulsory education system. The primary school students ranged in age from five to fourteen. In the blink of an eye, more than five years had passed. Some students had some educational background and graduated from the four-year primary school in a little over two years. Combined with three years of junior high education, they officially received their junior high school diplomas after passing the graduation exams.

In those days, a fourteen-year-old was considered part of the labor force, but the base area tried its best to encourage everyone to finish junior high. Since the People's Party promoted it this way, many parents were supportive. However, high school would take another three years, and many parents were unwilling to let children who were nearly twenty continue to live off the family. They demanded that their children either return home to farm or go out to work.

The People's Party openly recruited workers, which the common people saw as "joining the government." Previously, wanting to "join the government" required paying money; now, having gone to school and passed the exams, one could "join the government," which the people were naturally happy about. Especially that even girls could find a job in the government was particularly surprising to the base area's people.

It should be known that the People's Party had once promised that as long as girls could graduate from junior high school, the state would arrange work for them. At that time, the common people thought the People's Party was talking nonsense. It wasn't until today that everyone knew the People's Party had no intention of joking.

Abacus calculation (zhusuan) was one of the subjects that had to be studied and mastered in both primary and junior high school. Combined with over five years of education, these young graduates were brought in for employment. Aside from not quite understanding what they were calculating, they had little difficulty in how to complete the work.

Finance Minister Qin Wu'an was very satisfied with the work of these new comrades from a student background. After he and his colleagues carefully studied a portion of the already completed statistics, they held a meeting and unified their opinions. He then went to find Chen Ke. "Chairman Chen, we in the Finance Ministry oppose the plan to open a new base area in Guangdong."
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"As of now, the base area's finances only have no issues with cash expenditures. The finances are not balanced, and the entire economic structure is completely imbalanced." Qin Wu'an was rarely agitated, but this time his voice was uncharacteristically loud, and his face was flushed with anxiety.

"You noticed?" Chen Ke responded with a look of admiration and relief.

Qin Wu'an couldn't understand where Chen Ke's confidence came from. "The base area is currently living completely beyond its means. Without imports and exports, the entire fiscal system would collapse. We are standing on the edge of a cliff, with one foot already in mid-air. Once foreign trade fails to keep up, we'll fall immediately."

Balancing income and expenses is an easy concept to understand—how much you earn and how much you spend. This idea doesn't even require specialized mathematical study to grasp. It is the perspective of individuals or groups who lack the power to issue currency and must rely on other currency systems to participate in society. For a political entity like the People's Party, which bears the responsibility of currency issuance, fiscal balance is merely an operational tool they need to "create" to run the country. Not only can they achieve a real "balance of payments," but they can even fabricate balance from "imbalance."

Before becoming the Minister of Finance, Qin Wu'an had only learned these concepts in Party lessons and cadre training schools. At that time, he felt they were shrouded in mist. It wasn't until he personally became the Minister of Finance that he truly saw the imbalances in the People's Party's economy.

To give a simple example, the base area had invested heavily in the steel industry, spending immense financial and material resources. From the direct perspective of a commoner's "balance," it should be normal for input to lead to output. In reality, it was not that way at all.

Looking at the reports, since the base area's first iron smelting furnace was built, steel production growth was not a smooth curve but a stepped growth model. A completed steel mill has a designed capacity; what it strives to reach from the first day of operation is that design capacity. Once that capacity is achieved, what's needed is to maintain it. To increase steel production, one must continue building steel mills and adding more blast furnaces and open-hearth furnaces. Thus, for a steel mill, "not completing the production task" was the norm. As for increasing production, unless higher quality ore was obtained while the number of blast furnaces remained unchanged, it was a completely misunderstood concept.

The problem was that before seeing this fact with their own eyes, the vast majority of comrades in the People's Party, except for Chen Ke, held incorrect perceptions. Even after attending classes on the subject, when it was time to make mistakes, the comrades were not negligent in doing so.

To expand capacity, the only way was to increase investment and add equipment. To maintain capacity also required more investment. Equipment wears out, and later maintenance is a gold-swallowing tiger. Investment in maintenance might even be more expensive than purchasing new equipment directly.

That wasn't even the worst of it. Many unseen problems would arise during equipment operation, and solving them required investing large amounts of capital into scientific research. Qin Wu'an finally understood why Chen Ke placed such importance on compulsory education. From a national perspective, rather than focusing on elite training—one person for one specific role—large-scale implementation of compulsory education was actually more efficient and effective.

Compulsory education also required money. Teachers were people too; they couldn't just face northwest three times a day, open their mouths wide, and shout the incantation "Blow, blow me full!" to stay alive. Teachers' salaries, school construction, and the purchase of educational equipment all required money. For instance, among Qin Wu'an's hundreds of new subordinates proficient in the abacus, the Ministry of Finance selected those they were satisfied with from tens of many thousands of junior high school graduates. Those who failed the abacus exam were not hired at all. The issue was that simply providing abacuses to schools across the base area cost the Ministry of Finance a massive sum. If that money were used to hire assassins, it could have killed those few hundred people dozens of times over...

"Chairman Chen, the base area's operations are currently maintained entirely by cash flow. If even the slightest problem occurs in foreign trade and the cash flow is affected in any way, it would be a catastrophic event for our base area. Investing in Guangdong requires a massive upfront investment that we cannot afford." Qin Wu'an stated his position.

Chen Ke did not answer Qin Wu'an's question immediately; his heart was filled with joy. If Qin Wu'an were judged by the standards of a qualified Finance Minister, he was at least not qualified currently. However, from a progressive perspective of the comrade before him, Qin Wu'an's understanding of society and the world, in both depth and breadth, was far beyond that of an average person. More coldly put, Qin Wu'an already possessed the qualities of a ruling class; he was already able to see part of the truth and dared to look directly at it.

"Minister Qin, why aren't you afraid at all?" Chen Ke asked an off-topic question.

Qin Wu'an was not fooled by this small trap. He replied seriously, "Our base area's precious metal reserves are decent. Even if the finances are imbalanced, with the current circulation of RMB and the supply of goods, there won't be a run on the banks."

Chen Ke nodded. "From an economic perspective, whether it's a socialist or capitalist system, as long as it's an industrialized polity, the economy is a credit economy and a confidence economy. The Western powers have spent centuries plundering the world, and the gold and silver they've accumulated serve as the pillar of their confidence. Speaking strictly economically, our base area needs confidence and credit even more than they do. This can be seen very clearly from our development process. The people believe in us. Without the people's trust, without the support built upon that trust, we are nothing."

Qin Wu'an listened quietly. Chen Ke generally had two faces. The one most commonly seen was the vibrant face of a revolutionary leader. At those times, Chen Ke was full of enthusiasm, possessing a considerable charisma that gave people the confidence to overcome all hardships and miseries. It was a strong feeling of egalitarian progress.

When discussing fundamental issues at the execution level, the cold face he had now—very calm, discussing facts and reality without personal emotion—would reveal itself. At these times, Chen Ke looked down upon the world from a commanding height, pointing out the reality beneath the surface. Qin Wu'an wasn't quite sure which one was Chen Ke's true face.

"Minister Qin, in your view, do people have confidence in a growing child, or in a senile old man who has no external power at all?"

"Definitely in one with a future," Qin Wu'an replied.

"Therefore, we need a larger layout. Even if these layouts bring a greater economic burden, as long as others are powerless to attack this weakness of the base area, then this weakness does not exist. As long as everyone believes the base area doesn't have this problem for now, then this problem won't erupt temporarily. That is a fact."

"The fact that the problem hasn't erupted doesn't mean it doesn't exist..." Qin Wu'an was quite puzzled by Chen Ke's confidence.

"That's why we must move forward. If you want to solve a problem, you can't do it by staying here. It's precisely because we've progressed to this stage that such a problem has appeared. If we were back when we first arrived at the base area during the flood, there wouldn't be this current imbalance. But would that mean our economy was healthy? Quite the opposite. Back then, we couldn't even survive. The current fiscal imbalance is because our industrial development is insufficient, and everyone is spending their hard-earned money on this basic infrastructure. Not just agricultural irrigation, but industrial construction, education, and the perfection of social organizations. It's because this money was invested that you look at it and say, 'Oh! There's a problem on the books.' If everyone stops here and stops moving, not only will the problem be unsolvable, it will grow larger and larger. To solve this problem, we must continue moving forward. Whether the current problem can be solved by moving forward isn't certain, but new problems will immediately appear. This is true for economic development and social development. Problems always exist. There will never be such a thing as a once-and-for-all solution."

To Qin Wu'an's ears, what Chen Ke said almost rose to the level of philosophy. It wasn't that he didn't understand or couldn't accept this argument, but Qin Wu'an found that he hadn't truly prepared himself mentally to face problems that would never stop. "Where is the end of this road?" he seemed to ask both Chen Ke and himself.

"The end is when we die. So don't be afraid of death. Life is this hard; once you're dead, it's over. Just lie on the ground and go to the other world. In my view, death is actually quite comfortable—no more worrying about how to survive," Chen Ke laughed.

Hearing this, Qin Wu'an first gave a bitter smile and then couldn't help but burst into loud laughter. Finally suppressing his laughter, he wiped away the tears that had come from laughing. "Chairman Chen, looking at the current situation, it really is so. One must shoulder so many responsibilities while alive, fearing and worrying every day. Once truly dead, one never has to worry about this again."

Chen Ke was very satisfied with Qin Wu'an's reaction. Those who weren't sincerely trying to get things done would fear death. Actually, looking at the world from the perspective of a doer, there were too many things that were "worse than death." For these people of character, death was not scary. "Minister Qin, since we've brought our heads with us to carry out the revolution, as members of the People's Party, we have an obligation to the country of China, and we have an obligation to the revolution. This has always been my view. So, no matter how difficult it gets, we must persevere. Don't be afraid; there is no obstacle that cannot be overcome."

Qin Wu'an nodded seriously. He was one of the earliest comrades to follow Chen Ke. The rise of the People's Party was a dreamlike result, built not by thinking but by doing. It was precisely because he had personally participated in this process that Qin Wu'an understood more clearly that the People's Party's success was entirely the result of the comrades completing every single link of the success. It had nothing to do with what one thought.

"I will compile this fiscal expenditure after I return," Qin Wu'an said very seriously, his smile fading.

"Good," Chen Ke replied calmly.

"..., Chairman Chen, I admire you to the point of total submission. I want to ask—never mind new problems—in your view, how long will it take for us to resolve the current issues?"

Chen Ke considered it very seriously. "New problems will definitely be more troublesome. You must be mentally prepared. As for the current problems, as long as there are no major mistakes within three years, it will take about five."

Although he didn't know exactly how Chen Ke calculated this five-year period, and five years certainly didn't make Qin Wu'an feel relaxed, receiving such a clear statement from Chen Ke made him feel much better.
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As January 1912 arrived, the people in the base areas were joyfully preparing for the Lunar New Year. After a full year of hard work, everyone could finally relax during this traditional spring festival. 1911 had been quite a good year; aside from the disasters in Hubei, the weather in other provinces had been largely fine. The masses, who had been battered by climate-related tragedies in previous years, finally had a chance to catch their breath.

Many spices appeared on the market in the base areas: star anise, cinnamon bark, Sichuan peppercorns, and more. These seasonings, which would be supplied in large quantities in the history of New China, began to appear in abundance on the People's Party's markets. In the early 20th century, many blockades were not very tight. The People's Party's plan to transplant spice crops had achieved massive success. Starting in 1908, with the cooperation of Chinese merchants in the South Seas, and through a mix of "stealing, cheating, and kidnapping," the People's Party had acquired many spice tree species and plants originally from Southeast Asia. After several years, in addition to imported spices, the base areas' own spices began to hit the shelves.

Chen Ke knew how to cook. Tossing three or four Sichuan peppercorns into a pan of stir-fried greens could greatly enhance the flavor. When cooking meat, these spices were even more indispensable. "Thirteen-Spice" powder, made from various spices, could completely mask the gamey smell of meat and make food much more palatable.

"Comrades, I use this example for one reason only: do not think that just because we have spices and have promoted them to the masses, everything is fine. Promoting things must help improve the living standards of the laboring masses; that is only the first step. Thinking that simply telling the masses how good something is will suffice is useless. We must come up with a complete model ourselves."

At the People's Party's cadre school training, the lesson on spice was actually about the problem of policy promotion.

"Everything has two sides. When it comes to propaganda aimed at the masses, never harbor the thought that because we, the People's Party, are doing something good for them, the masses must be grateful. That is a very wrong way of doing things. Propaganda and promotion are never inherently 'good' or 'bad.' For instance, with these spices, adding a bit while stir-frying can effectively improve the flavor; but if you add them at the wrong time or in the wrong amount, you might very well ruin the dish. We can never force the masses to use spices exactly according to our methods. If we only talk about how good our promoted products are during outreach, we are just looking for trouble." The instructor at the cadre school spoke eloquently to the assembled trainees.

On the surface, this was about spices, but in reality, it described the techniques for promoting all People's Party policies—though the instructors did not make it completely explicit. Qualified cadres are not trained through rote memorization; without the basic ability to draw inferences from one case to another, it means those being trained are unqualified.

No matter how advanced or complete a theory or policy is, it is meaningless if the capacity for execution and promotion cannot keep up. In this regard, the cadre school, which did not break for the holiday even near the Spring Festival, was preparing for the spring plowing that would begin immediately after the New Year. Comrades who passed the test would return to their posts. As for those who failed, they would leave the cadre school and step down from their cadre positions, moving to ordinary labor posts to become the "reserve army."

Even with so many international affairs to handle, Chen Ke kept his attention shifting from the external back to the internal. "To forge iron, one must be strong oneself." Without one's own strength, hoping for victory in external struggles was nothing but a fool's dream.

The reason for using spices as an example was that it was closely related to the People's Party's agricultural policy. The plan for the whole year depends on the spring; the production arrangements in the spring completely determine the production for the entire year. After land reform, every member of the masses received land—that was the surface result. Equal distribution of land does not produce any efficiency on its own. To increase production, the masses must be made to use land and tools more effectively and arrange their production plans more efficiently. It is just like how, without spices, the flavor of the food cooked by the masses is hard to improve. But having spices does not guarantee that the masses will be able to significantly improve the taste of their food.

Huaihai Province had vast plains, and Chen Ke's purpose in staying there was to see what kind of agricultural work the local cadres could manage. Thus, he did not say much, focusing instead on observation. For a while, Chen Ke's main energy had been focused on external affairs—trade agreements and wars had occupied almost all his time. Now that he was turning his attention back to internal construction, the best method for him was to shut his mouth and focus on observation and research.

"For those who only understand theory but not the actual situation, such investigations are especially necessary. Otherwise, they cannot link theory with practice. Many people, as soon as they 'step off the carriage,' begin to blather and offer opinions, criticizing this and accusing that. In fact, ten out of ten such people will fail." This was one of Chairman Mao's classic statements.

Chen Ke deeply agreed with this discourse. He believed his current job was to conduct honest investigation and research in Huaihai Province. If possible, he would go deep into the grassroots, determined to wear out a few pairs of shoes to clearly investigate the foundational agricultural work.

On January 18, the security department submitted a report to Chen Ke. A comrade named Li Nana had fled from Anhui to Huaihai Province, insistently demanding to see Chen Ke to report a situation.

The Huaihai security department still had an impression of Li Nana. Her original name was Nalan Neruo; she had once posed as Chen Ke's cousin but later chose to join the revolution. When the security department was handling Nalan Neruo back then, there had been opinions suggesting she be executed. However, the base area's policy did not advocate killing without cause, and since Nalan Neruo insisted on joining the revolution, they eventually released her. Now, such a person with a prior record was insisting on seeing Chairman Chen Ke; no one dared to treat the matter lightly.

Someone had come to "lodge an imperial appeal"—Chen Ke's first feeling was one of great surprise. After listening to the security department's introduction of the somewhat legendary Li Nana's background, Chen Ke felt even more surprised. The reason the opinion against killing Li Nana had prevailed within the security department back then was that she had been kidnapped by bandits. The People's Party also bore responsibility for the bandits' kidnappings.

"What exactly does Comrade Li Nana want to report?" Chen Ke asked this key question. If it weren't a major issue, the security department wouldn't have been forced to pass the matter to him. Bypassing the chain of command was strictly forbidden by People's Party discipline.

Hearing Chen Ke's question, the security comrades' expressions changed slightly. They looked at each other for a few moments before answering, "One of our female teachers was forcibly seized as a concubine by Wang Youhong, the Military Governor of Jiangsu. Comrade Li Nana is requesting that we rescue her."

Although Chen Ke was certain the matter would be extremely thorny, his eyes still widened involuntarily upon hearing this news.

Li Nana sat in a single room in the security department with a nervous heart. She could tell this was a place for holding prisoners, but she wasn't afraid at all, let alone angry. In the entire base area, Li Nana was confident that no more than fifty people could surpass her in knowledge of officialdom. For a bureaucratic system, a corresponding status meant a corresponding safeguard. For example, during this attempt to "lodge an imperial appeal," her status as a teacher was her greatest protection before a final decision on how to handle her was made. No one in the base area would dare to casually dispose of a teacher, especially a female teacher.

As for the future decision, Li Nana didn't care. Any punishment seemed insignificant compared to the result of being able to see Chen Ke. Having been in the base area for two or three years, Li Nana's thoughts about Chen Ke had not faded; instead, because she had seen the changes in the base area with her own eyes and learned in detail about Chen Ke's series of victories over domestic and foreign enemies, they had become even more intense.

Li Nana knew very well how rare this opportunity was. Given the People's Party's fearless style, if the Anhui educational, police, and court institutions hadn't responded clumsily, she would never have found a reason to seek an audience with Chen Ke. Even if she did see him, she wouldn't have been able to leave a deep impression.

Since being detained by the security department, Li Nana had waited patiently. In less than a day, someone called her out and ordered her to wash up a bit. Suppressing her excitement, Li Nana washed her face and rinsed her mouth as if she had no idea what was happening, simply and properly tidying her appearance. As she expected, even though she took a bit more time, the security comrades did not rush her.

After being led out for a good while, Li Nana found herself at the entrance of the Huaihai Provincial Committee. After the hand-over formalities were completed, they entered the building. After waiting a moment in the reception room, she saw Chen Ke push the door open and walk in.

That was indeed the Chen Ke she could never forget: tall, handsome, sturdy, and especially those bright eyes. Involuntarily, Li Nana stood up and moved toward him. In her imagination, she had walked toward Chen Ke like this countless times, and he would smile and walk toward her. When it all actually happened, Li Nana found she couldn't even hear clearly what Chen Ke's first sentence was. She felt a buzzing in her ears and discovered her heart was pounding wildly.

"Chairman Chen!" Li Nana couldn't help but cry out, and then tears blurred her vision.

The group of men in the room completely failed to understand her feelings. Seeing her burst into tears after shouting "Chairman Chen," Chen Ke thought she was worried about her colleague, while the security department thought she was "suffering grievance" and wanted to complain after seeing him. However, Li Nana did not wail or talk nonsense. Instead, she took out a handkerchief to wipe her tears and then stepped forward gracefully to shake hands with Chen Ke. This composed manner significantly raised Chen Ke's evaluation of her and also reassured the security comrades.

Sure enough, Li Nana didn't mention her own experiences at all. After shaking hands with Chen Ke, she waited patiently for his questions.

Chen Ke was quite surprised that Wang Youhong actually dared to seize a base area teacher. The security department had given a rough overview, but he wanted to hear it directly from Li Nana, who had reported the matter.

The matter itself was not complicated. Wang Youhong, being a soldier, moved around everywhere. When he became the Governor of Jiangsu, he had only a wife and no concubines. Since he had taken the "top seat" in Jiangsu, taking a concubine was inevitable. But heaven knows what he was thinking; he actually wanted to find a woman with a background as a People's Party teacher. For the powerful and wealthy, there is never a lack of sycophants. Among the girls the People's Party had forcibly taken from Anqing, there was one named Gu Wei. Her father, Gu Renyu, was a businessman who moved his business to Nanjing because he opposed the People's Party. Given the chance to cozy up to Wang Youhong, Gu Renyu didn't care about his daughter's feelings.

He first tricked his daughter into coming to Nanjing during the winter break, then forced her to marry Wang Youhong. Half a month ago, Li Nana received a letter sent by Gu Wei through an intermediary. There was nothing special about the Chinese characters in the letter, but it contained a plea for help written in Pinyin. Li Nana immediately went to the Anhui educational, public security, and court departments to request a rescue. But to deal with the Jiangsu Military Governor Wang Youhong based on just a letter—the local cadres in Anhui did not have the courage for that.

Seeing that she could get nowhere, Li Nana simply ran to find Chen Ke for help.

"Chairman Chen, you are the only one who can save Comrade Gu Wei now." Li Nana's eyes reddened again as she finished.
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The news of Chen Ke’s meeting with Li Nana quickly spread through the Huaihai Provincial Party Committee.

The People’s Party’s main force had begun to shift toward internal construction; this was the direction recently established by the Central Committee. Since it was a strategic direction proposed by Chairman Chen and fully agreed upon by the Party Central Committee after discussion, no one would oppose it. Shang Yuan, the Secretary of the Huaihai Provincial Party Committee, however, did not quite understand what this "internal construction" actually entailed.

Chen Ke’s current secretaries worked in three shifts. Every day, Chen Ke generally slept three times, for a total of eight hours of sleep. After waking up, there were two hours for meals and other necessary daily activities. The rest was entirely dedicated to work. Rather than a revolutionary leader, Chen Ke now felt more like the largest and busiest administrative officer in the base area.

"The government system must have its own institutions. Building these institutions is the top priority. I am currently working hard to build this, and the comrades also need to work together to build this system," Chen Ke would say in a flat tone whenever Shang Yuan urged him to rest. At night, Chen Ke would sleep from 10:00 PM to 2:00 AM. Then he would get up to start handling official business. From 2:00 AM to 6:00 AM, he would sleep for another hour and a half, then get up at 7:30 AM.

Shang Yuan managed to find Chen Ke before 9:00 AM. "Chairman Chen, what is your actual view on this matter? Are we going to use military force against Jiangsu?"

"To solve this specific case, a letter is enough. There's no need to escalate it to the level of war," Chen Ke’s answer was very simple. It was just that based on the patterns everyone had summarized, Shang Yuan knew that the calmer Chen Ke’s expression was, the more serious the matter was. Now, Chen Ke’s expression was so calm that not even a ripple could be seen, which meant the follow-up to this matter was not just a question of a single letter.

"Then where is the problem?" Shang Yuan disliked beating around the bush; he asked very directly.

Chen Ke still asked with a calm expression: "Comrade Shang Yuan, if someone hadn't brought this matter to light like this, how much importance do you think our comrades would have attached to the fact that Gu Wei was coerced?"

"This is a civil case, not a criminal case," Shang Yuan chose a very skillful answer. The People's Party's attitude toward criminal cases was exceptionally serious; while it couldn't be said they never made a mistake, they never failed to "give an account." The attitude toward civil cases was completely different, still focusing on mediation. After all, even an upright official finds it difficult to settle family disputes.

"Do you really think so?" A hint of a mocking smile finally appeared on Chen Ke's face.

"Then how should I understand it correctly? Please speak directly," Shang Yuan asked.

"This matter looks like a forced marriage, but at its core, there is an issue of equality between men and women. Within our base area, within our People's Party itself, how many comrades truly believe that everyone should be equal, that men and women should be equal? Men are human beings, and women are equally human beings." Chen Ke's attitude finally became intense, and his tone was full of mockery.

Shang Yuan certainly would not despise or discriminate against female cadres within the Party and government, nor would he discriminate against female laborers in the base area. However, faced with the issue of gender equality, he did not have his own clear understanding. "Be more specific," Shang Yuan followed the People's Party internal custom and put forward a new request.

Within the People's Party, "iron discipline" was emphasized. To maintain this iron discipline, there had to be "systems." In terms of system building, especially in conversations and Q&A, when encountering something unclear, the Party required the use of unambiguous standard terms such as "speak directly," "be more specific," "are you talking about theory or reality," and so on. Just as in ordinary conversation, one should use "hello," "thank you," "goodbye," etc. No matter how high the official or how senior the position, they all had to speak this way. Opposing empty talk and opposing baseless guessing were issues the Party strictly enforced.

Since Shang Yuan did not understand Chen Ke's meaning, he naturally discussed it using this standard Q&A method.

"At this stage, we oppose human trafficking. If human traffickers are caught in the base area, they are killed. Everyone knows this," Chen Ke also answered completely according to the conversational requirements.

Shang Yuan nodded slightly. Years ago, when the base area was gathering orphans, it was misunderstood that they were going to sell the children; the lesson from that incident was too deep for everyone. Later, the base area changed its approach and implemented a cruel crackdown on human trafficking. After a large-scale execution, they finally managed to temporarily ban human trafficking.

"We can ban outsiders from trafficking people, which to some extent eliminates inequality. The masses can also understand and accept our actions of killing human traffickers. But to what extent do the masses accept the many unequal privileges parents have over their children? Comrade Shang Yuan, what is your view on this?"

Shang Yuan already knew what Chen Ke wanted to say. "Chairman Chen, are you talking about equality for everyone before the People's Party, or equality for everyone before the law? At this stage, for us to make the masses accept that the state's power over family members overrides the clan's power over family members—this is indeed very difficult. Not to mention family members in leadership positions cannot accept it; even family members in subordinate positions find it hard to accept."

"This is the so-called problem of equality. Theoretically speaking, everyone is equal. In actual operation, the most basic unit of society is the family, not the individual. This directly leads to many current realistic problems. In the process of promoting equality, the government must seize many powers that originally belonged to family members. In this process, our enemy is no longer some counter-revolutionary, but existing social awareness; our enemy is even the masses. That's why I say this matter is not that simple."

Coming from an old bureaucratic background, Shang Yuan's life experience told him that the people were the government's greatest opponents. After joining the People's Party, Shang Yuan accepted the concept of the people being supporters. However, hearing Chen Ke put the people on the opposing side, Shang Yuan was not surprised. Instead, he felt that Chen Ke was by no means an ignorant young man who didn't understand the world, but a true politician.

"If my son doesn't listen to me, I can't accept it either. If the government sticks its nose in, I'll find it even more unacceptable," Shang Yuan laughed.

Chen Ke would never oppose Shang Yuan's honest attitude. Never mind Shang Yuan; even in 21st-century China, parents believed their power over their children completely overrode the state and government. Regarding the social model like that of the United States, opponents were not in the minority. Of course, Chen Ke's philosophy was not that he had privileges over children, but that he had obligations toward children.

"So in this matter, if we just want to solve the specific problem, let alone rescuing Comrade Gu Wei, even catching Wang Youhong and cutting him into a thousand pieces is something we can do; it's not a very difficult thing. But the essential problem contained in this matter—the problem of equality—is definitely not that simple. We cannot ignore this matter, but if we handle it, it will strongly conflict with many basic concepts of the base area. Wang Youhong happens to be afraid to oppose us in this matter; our enemy is the concepts and awareness existing within the base area."

"Changing customs and habits is not something that happens overnight. Let alone the masses in the base area, there will be no shortage of opposing comrades within the Party," Shang Yuan laughed. He was smiling, but the emotion revealed was the high spirits characteristic of facing a strong enemy.

"This is what I think: we cannot pin the responsibility on Wang Youhong. Because Wang Youhong is not someone from our base area. If there's responsibility and we don't pinpoint the focus of the contradiction, but instead pin all the responsibility on outsiders based on proximity or distance, I think doing so is completely wrong."

"Then are we going to deal with Comrade Gu Wei's father first?" Shang Yuan understood why Chen Ke was so emotional; this way of handling things would indeed trigger great opposition among the people.

"Wang Youhong isn't buying a person and taking a concubine in our base area; he's doing it in Jiangsu. Taking the laws of our base area to another province—this really is an error in the scope of legal application," there was a strong sense of helplessness in Chen Ke's tone.

"Chairman Chen, don't you usually like to criticize Xu Dian? Looking at what you just said, you sound even more law-abiding than Xu Dian," Shang Yuan laughed.

"Comrade Xu Dian is just a bit foolish; his reading makes him only focus on his own thoughts. In other aspects, I still appreciate Comrade Xu Dian very much," Chen Ke replied with a smile.

How could Shang Yuan not hear Chen Ke's protection of Xu Dian and his subtle warning? He just smiled and avoided the topic. "Then, Chairman Chen, how do you plan to handle this within the Party and the base area? Do you have determined steps yet?"

"This matter must start within the Party. We've been promoting equality for several years; now it's truly time for equality. This is a genuine touchstone. I'm actually looking forward to it." Chen Ke's expression finally calmed down. "Comrade Shang Yuan, you need to keep today's conversation confidential. We will start discussing this matter from the Party Central Committee first."

Shang Yuan nodded heavily. He shifted the topic again: "How did Comrade Gu Wei manage to send the message back?"

"Having knowledge really makes a difference; I really appreciate this comrade's alertness." Talking about this, Chen Ke became happy. He took out a letter and handed it to Shang Yuan.

The letter talked about very normal things. Gu Wei told Li Nana that she might be getting married; her parents had found a good family for her in Nanjing. If she got married, she wouldn't be able to see Li Nana anymore. The letter expressed her miss for Li Nana and mentioned the songs they used to study together, along with a few lyrics. The lyrics were in Pinyin. A long passage was written. Shang Yuan also knew Pinyin, but no matter how he read this passage of Pinyin, it didn't sound right.

"Spell it backward," Chen Ke explained to the confused Shang Yuan.

With great effort, spelling backward from the last Pinyin letter, Shang Yuan finally managed to spell out a sentence with a mix of reading and guessing: "My father is going to sell me to the Jiangsu Military Governor Wang Youhong as a concubine. You must let the government come to save me. I don't want to be someone's concubine. Please."

Seeing this, Shang Yuan nodded repeatedly. "Comrade Gu Wei is indeed extraordinary; this cleverness alone is much stronger than many of the foolish boys in our government. We must save her."

"I think so too," Chen Ke also nodded in agreement.

"How should the letter to Wang Youhong be written? In whose name will it be sent?" Shang Yuan asked.

"Write this letter in the name of the Ministry of Public Security. Tell Wang Youhong that Comrade Gu Wei's father has violated the laws of our base area. Copy that part of the law for Wang Youhong. Ask Wang Youhong to cooperate with us in sending the criminal suspect, Comrade Gu Wei's father Gu Renyu, back to the base area to stand trial. And send Comrade Gu Wei back to us as well."
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There is never a shortage of people in this world who like to fan the flames. Even within the People's Party and the base areas, there were quite a few such scoundrels. The information sent to Wang Youhong first went out as a brief telegram, followed by the formal documents sent via express mail. Even before Wang Youhong had seen the official written notice, rumors that "the base area is going to war with Jiangsu" had already spread within the base area. The People's Internal Affairs Committee reported the latest intelligence to Chen Ke, and Chen Ke's order came down immediately. "Find every single one of those spreading and inventing rumors!"

While employing intense measures of action, Chen Ke convened a meeting of the Party Central Committee. "I want to ask the comrades a question: should Party discipline be observed?"

Seeing Chen Ke so furious, everyone thought something major had happened. "What exactly is going on?"

"Have you all heard the rumors from the last two days?" Chen Ke asked coldly.

"The matter of using troops against Jiangsu?" Wu Xingchen, who was responsible for military work in Shandong, was most sensitive to this.

"How did this news get out?" Chen Ke continued to ask.

The cadres of the Central Committee and the Huaihai Provincial Committee looked at each other; they didn't know either. Quite a few comrades who had talked about this news as a bit of gossip began to reflect on what role they had played in this.

"Rumors are like this: you say one thing, and by the time it spreads, it's ten. At every Party committee meeting, we require a specification of how widely a piece of news can be discussed and in what scope it is forbidden. This matter did not go through the Party committee, and now such a situation has arisen. I want to know who was talking loosely about this."

None of the comrades dared to speak up. This accusation could be large or small, but in fact, many people had mentioned this matter to those around them as a joke. Because it really was quite something in this era for Wang Youhong to try and take a base area schoolteacher as a concubine. Everyone had the urge to gossip; encountering such a "fun" thing and not talking about it felt like having straw stuck in one's heart—an itchy discomfort. But seeing Chen Ke so angry, no one dared to come forward and admit what they had said.

"I have already entrusted the comrades of the People's Internal Affairs Committee to start investigating this, and they are tracing it backward. I just want to see exactly how this matter leaked out," Chen Ke said coldly. "I also want to see how many people in this matter will tell the truth, how many will refuse to admit it, or out of fear of offending others, use lies to deceive the organization."

As soon as these words were spoken, the comrades who originally hadn't taken the matter seriously were stunned. Spreading rumors wasn't something the Party had specific targeted punishments for yet, but deceiving the organization—that was a major issue. Unfortunately, once questioned about such things, many people would instinctively want to lie.

"Chairman Chen, could this be..." Wu Xingchen was a bit worried. After Pang Zi heard this news, he had excitedly run over to talk to him about how he had rescued Comrade Li Nana back then. Furthermore, Pang Zi was a bit face-conscious in his daily life; if he were questioned directly, he might really tell a lie.

"The organization will not make things difficult for anyone, but the organization cannot just turn a blind eye to erroneous actions. Commander Wu, what do you think of this practice of spreading rumors?" Chen Ke asked.

"...It indeed is not right to speak loosely," Wu Xingchen replied.

"Since it indeed isn't right to speak loosely, then shouldn't there be criticism and education after such loose talk?" Chen Ke pressed on.

"...What exactly should the punishment be?" Wu Xingchen asked a key question.

"Criticism and self-criticism; we must make them recognize their own thought patterns," Chen Ke gave the answer.

One of the many inferences of 21st-century human behavioral studies suggested that human brain thinking is by no means a "data-calculating mode" like that of a computer, but rather a "patterned thinking"—that is, first deciding on several key points and the interests and priorities between those points. For anything that happens, the brain looks for similarities between it and those key points, and based on the degree of similarity, applies its own thought pattern.

As the old Chinese saying goes, "Mountains and rivers are easy to change, but nature is hard to move." Once a person's thought pattern is established, destroying that pattern is equivalent to destroying that person's own self-perception. Based on the problem that "a system cannot recognize its own existence," even for highly intelligent primates like humans, it is extremely difficult to completely and spontaneously recognize one's own thought pattern and purposefully transform it at this stage. If the transformation is successful, it is equivalent to a rebirth.

Within the People's Party, there were two units that inherited the research directions pointed out by Chen Ke and conducted in-depth analysis and application. One was the political work system, and the other was the People's Internal Affairs Committee. These two systems respectively engaged in the bright and dark sides of this research direction. Chen Ke wasn't entirely sure about using the dark side of a coercive apparatus to deal with the dark side of his comrades' psychology this time. Would this collision make the comrades suddenly realize their errors? Or would it lead to fierce confrontation? Or even worse, a state of self-abandonment?

One of the social characteristics of humans as a species is the "unwillingness to admit one's behavior is wrong." Yet, from an organizational perspective, irresponsible rumor-mongering is absolutely wrong. Those who can calmly admit their behavioral errors and immediately correct them are truly too few. It requires a powerful inner strength. How could someone with such qualities easily commit a low-level error like spreading rumors?

What the rectification campaign aimed to do was to establish a correct thought pattern in the consciousness. This was a fundamental correction of human self-perception, requiring logic to completely override behavioral impulses and social nature to thoroughly suppress biological nature. It could be called a profound ideological transformation.

Even if this level of self-recognition and self-transformation couldn't be achieved, discipline had to be made to completely override all actions. The so-called iron organizational discipline was also a formidable task.

If someone could achieve discipline, then at the very least they could enter the ranks of the ruling class. If someone could achieve the former, they would undoubtedly become rulers. To rule others, one must first learn to rule oneself and become one's own master. This was the only way to become part of the ruling class. It was also the core program of all education promoted within the education system after the founding of New China: "to cultivate qualified builders and reliable successors of socialism."

Why did the same education system produce students who were worlds apart? Because some children viewed receiving this education as a form of torture, while others believed the system was guiding them forward. Whether the comrades of the People's Party viewed this rectification as "torture" or "guidance," Chen Ke truly could not be certain.

In any case, the moment the People's Party's letter to Wang Youhong was sent out, this rectification and the action to implement the concept of "everyone is equal" officially began. Although it was somewhat rushed, Chen Ke was unwilling to prepare any further. The more one knew how much pressure this action would face, the more one would fear it. Better to do it and regret than to not do it and regret.

Chen Ke had resigned himself to this fate.

Wang Youhong clearly had no intention of resigning himself to fate; in fact, he personally didn't understand at all what Chen Ke was trying to do.

When the People's Party's telegram was delivered to Wang Youhong, he was quite startled. In his thought pattern, the reason the People's Party was making such a big deal out of this was likely that Gu Wei was a high-level cadre of the People's Party or had been noticed by some high-level cadre.

When the formal document from the People's Party reached Wang Youhong, he was furious. If he understood the document correctly, he found that he had actually been deceived by Gu Wei's father, Gu Renyu. The People's Party's laws strictly prohibited the trafficking of people, and even more strictly prohibited arranged marriages, resolutely opposing forced marriages. Any marriage within the People's Party base areas had to be registered with the Base Area Civil Affairs Bureau; only if the Civil Affairs Bureau agreed to the marriage was it considered legally valid. Otherwise, all marriages were illegal.

These regulations might not be effective against mountain villagers, but Wang Youhong was a great figure of status. The People's Party gave Wang Youhong face, saying nothing about the position he occupied in this matter, but they demanded that Wang Youhong send the criminal suspect Gu Renyu back to the base area.

Wang Youhong was a genuine great figure. At his level, ordinary praise and blame had no meaning. People obeyed Wang Youhong because of the power in his hands. Anyone who needed to use the power in Wang Youhong's hands could only bow their head to him. It was because he deeply recognized this fact that Wang Youhong opposed anything and anyone that affected his power. "Don't bring me trouble" was the common mindset of these holders of great power. As for whether he could successfully take a concubine, Wang Youhong really didn't take it to heart.

Originally, Wang Youhong's hope to take a People's Party schoolteacher as a concubine was entirely to learn the knowledge of the People's Party. So many people, in order to curry favor with Wang Youhong, wanted to send their daughters to be his concubines, but Wang Youhong had rejected them all. Among them were many young women from student backgrounds. Only now did he realize why everyone said there were so many female students and teachers in the People's Party base areas. These women appeared in public and even became officials of quite high status in the People's Party government. But none of these women ever ran out of the People's Party base areas. It turned out the People's Party had long ago established laws prohibiting these people from marrying outside.

And Gu Renyu, who wanted to seek personal gain by offering his daughter—this wasn't flattering Wang Youhong at all; it was fundamentally entrapping him.

Without a second word, Wang Youhong summoned the Director of the Jiangsu Provincial Police Department, Yu Chen, and handed the matter over to him to handle.

"Governor Wang, how do you intend to handle this?" Yu Chen never expected that Wang Youhong would actually "soften."

Although Wang Youhong usually valued Yu Chen, he was also extremely annoyed by this stupid question. He sneered, "This law of the People's Party is written clearly. They promulgated relevant contents of the 'Marriage Law' back in '07 and '08. Director Yu, how do you want to handle it?"

Yu Chen, of course, didn't dare to ask about Wang Youhong's "face" issue to his face; that would be too tactless. Furthermore, Yu Chen himself maintained an ascetic attitude. Yu Chen personally did not oppose the contents of the People's Party's marriage law.

"But the betrothal gifts have already been sent. Should we first have the Gu family return them?" Yu Chen had to remind Wang Youhong.

The reason Wang Youhong chose Yu Chen to be the Police Director was because he valued Yu Chen's style of not fearing the powerful and being decisive. Originally, hearing Yu Chen's words, Wang Youhong suspected Yu Chen had become slippery. But once Yu Chen mentioned the betrothal gifts, Wang Youhong suddenly understood. He replied irritably, "I don't want the betrothal gifts back. Give them to that man named Gu as travel expenses."

Yu Chen was not angry; he said seriously, "Governor Wang, one thing is one thing. I know you are a generous person, and you won't make things difficult for that man named Gu whether he returns the gifts or not. However, that man named Gu can keep every penny, but he must go through the act of returning the gifts. Otherwise, if word gets out, it will be said that you are the one who lacks etiquette."

Despite agreeing with Yu Chen's viewpoint, Wang Youhong still extremely detested Gu Renyu. He said coldly, "I don't want to see that man named Gu again. Director Yu, you handle this matter."

Yu Chen also detested Gu Renyu for selling his daughter for glory. Having received Wang Youhong's instructions, Yu Chen immediately went out to handle the business.

This news quickly spread through the upper-class circles, with all sorts of versions, of course. It wasn't just the humans in the base areas who liked to spread rumors; outside the base areas, and even in this world, rumor-mongering is a part of human nature. It doesn't differ because of skin color or race.

The People's Party representatives stationed in Nanjing were also analyzing this matter. They had taken a fierce lashing from the Central Committee. The comrades felt quite aggrieved. But the Central Committee's criticism was well-founded and supported by evidence; the phrase "failing to study the law and not understanding the law" left these comrades speechless. They indeed knew that Wang Youhong was attempting to take a concubine and that the target was a schoolteacher from the base area. These comrades believed that, after all, they were in Jiangsu, which was Wang Youhong's territory. Some things were truly hard to interfere with. Holding the attitude that one less thing is better than one more, they had turned a blind eye to it.

But the document from the Central Committee asked one question: "Wang Youhong doesn't have a base area household registration, but Comrade Gu Wei does. For anyone holding a base area household registration, no matter where they are, our base area has an obligation to them. She might not request it herself, but as an external agency, you cannot see it and pretend you didn't!"

These comrades felt very aggrieved, but they also accepted it. In this matter, they had an inescapable responsibility. The simple fact of knowing but not reporting was not a small issue. After all, they were comrades who had grown up within the People's Party and knew the concept that "a sage does not commit the same mistake twice." Since they had erred before, they naturally could not continue to err afterward.

Follow-up intelligence regarding the Gu Wei incident began to be transmitted very quickly toward the base area. Through this intelligence, the base area intelligence departments became interested in this man named Yu Chen.
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Gu Renyu's name, meaning "Jade-like Person," matched his appearance somewhat—he possessed a certain delicate beauty typical of the Jiangnan region. However, when his eyes were filled with fear and his lips twisted in tension, he looked rather hideous.

Yu Chen's adjutant, Zhang Zhihe, did not care about Gu Renyu's personal feelings. He spoke coldly, "Mr. Gu, that is roughly the situation. At this point, you should take some responsibility and return the betrothal gifts immediately."

"I am in Jiangsu, not Anhui. Director Yu, can the People's Party control matters in Jiangsu?" Gu Renyu's lips trembled as he spoke. Mentally, he already considered himself the "maternal uncle" of Wang Youhong, the Governor of Jiangsu. Ignoring Zhang Zhihe, Gu Renyu addressed Yu Chen, who had been sitting silently in his chair.

"Hmph!" Zhang Zhihe sneered. He hadn't expected Gu Renyu to be so bold at this moment. "Mr. Gu, who do you think you are? Since you are in Jiangsu now, between you and Governor Wang, whose words count? If you are told to return the gifts, then return them."

Gu Renyu had not expected that after all his painstaking efforts to escape the People's Party base area, a single letter from the People's Party could still ruin all his plans even in Jiangsu. The frustration was indescribable. He asked loudly, "Is Governor Wang afraid of Chen Ke?"

Selling one's daughter for glory was not an honorable act, and Yu Chen looked down on Gu Renyu from the bottom of his heart. However, before Gu Renyu officially returned the gifts, he didn't want to go too far. He hadn't expected Gu Renyu to be so blind. Whether Wang Youhong feared Chen Ke was not a topic a merchant like Gu Renyu was qualified to discuss. Did a petty merchant think he could stir up conflict between these two figures? Yu Chen wasn't sure how the People's Party would deal with someone like Gu Renyu, but as the Chief of the Police Department, Yu Chen could crush Gu Renyu as easily as crushing a bug. As for a reason, Gu Renyu's provocative words alone were enough for Wang Youhong to find him intolerable.

Zhang Zhihe was even more furious. Gu Renyu had directed his question straight at Yu Chen, clearly ignoring him. Zhang Zhihe had followed Yu Chen since Yu Chen was a surveillance officer, and now as his adjutant, he was not someone a petty merchant like Gu Renyu could slight. Suppressing a strong urge to go up and slap Gu Renyu, Zhang Zhihe pressed, "Mr. Gu, are you going to return the gifts or not?"

Whether inciting discord or feigning grievance, Gu Renyu's core motivation was his reluctance to return the gifts. He had tried so hard to board Wang Youhong's ship, and seeing everything going smoothly, only to have his good deed ruined by the People's Party at the last step—how could he be willing to let it go? Hearing Zhang Zhihe's question, Gu Renyu stiffened his neck and said, "Director Yu, we are in Jiangsu."

Yu Chen had intended to remain calm, but in his agitation, Gu Renyu had stood too close, and a few droplets of spittle had landed on Yu Chen's face. Yu Chen could no longer restrain himself; he stood up and slapped Gu Renyu across the face. Seeing Yu Chen take action, Zhang Zhihe stopped wasting words. He punched Gu Renyu in the face, and several police officers nearby joined in with kicks and punches. After venting their anger satisfactorily, Zhang Zhihe hauled Gu Renyu up. The Military Law Division were experts at beating and binding people. Gu Renyu had been struck in several painful spots and couldn't even cry out in pain for a moment. Just as he caught his breath and wanted to shout, a dirty rag was stuffed into his mouth, immediately stifling his voice. The group then dragged the struggling Gu Renyu out and threw him into a cart outside.

"Director Yu, what do we do next?" Zhang Zhihe asked Yu Chen with a relaxed and happy expression, having dissipated his anger.

"Invite Miss Gu out," Yu Chen replied.

A moment later, Gu Wei appeared before Yu Chen, surrounded by several police officers. Gu Wei looked quite like her father; she was a very beautiful Jiangnan woman with a melon-seed face, large eyes, and fair skin. Because she hadn't stepped out of the house for days, her complexion lacked color, giving her a rather composed air.

Yu Chen glared at Gu Wei with a gaze full of malice. If Gu Wei had been plain-looking, Yu Chen might not have felt such strong revulsion. Since Gu Wei was a beauty, Yu Chen was convinced she was a "vixen." Because of this vixen, a conflict between the People's Party and Jiangsu had nearly erupted. A source of trouble! She was a source of trouble!

Yu Chen could use violence against Gu Renyu, but he couldn't use violence against Gu Wei. Gu Renyu was in Jiangsu and under Wang Youhong's jurisdiction. But the People's Party had explicitly told Wang Youhong that Gu Wei was one of theirs. One must look at the owner before beating the dog. No matter what negative emotions boiled in Yu Chen's heart, he had to be polite on the surface.

"Miss Gu, we are under orders to send you back to Anhui," Yu Chen stood up and said.

There was no confusion as Yu Chen had imagined. Gu Wei looked Yu Chen up and down, then glanced at the surrounding police officers before asking, "May I ask who you are?"

"I am the Chief of the Jiangsu Police Department, Yu Chen."

"Why are you sending me back?" Gu Wei continued to ask.

Yu Chen had assumed that with Gu Renyu being such a character, his daughter wouldn't be much of a person either. Hearing Gu Wei's logical questioning, he was quite surprised. "This... the People's Party states that your father is suspected of human trafficking. According to the People's Party's *Marriage Law*, we are to protect you and send you safely back to Anhui."

"What about my father?"

"Mr. Gu? We have taken him away for questioning first."

Hearing her father had been arrested, Gu Wei did not get agitated, nor did she panic. She stared at Yu Chen for a while before saying, "Even if my father is suspected of selling his daughter, you cannot confiscate his property."

The entire room fell silent. No one expected this girl, Gu Wei, to calmly say such a thing. Whether or not to confiscate Gu Renyu's property hadn't been decided yet, but it was inevitable that Gu Renyu would suffer a "small financial loss." However, with Gu Wei saying this to their faces, it became difficult to proceed.

"What did you say?!" Zhang Zhihe stood in front of Gu Wei with a fierce look and shouted.

Gu Wei was not intimidated by Zhang Zhihe. She replied calmly, "Even if my father wanted to sell me, that is a matter between father and daughter. He spent his life working hard to accumulate his family property. It cannot be seized by others just because of a conflict between us."

Zhang Zhihe was momentarily at a loss for words. After a moment, he said, "Miss Gu, your father was going to sell you, yet you still think of him. Why bother? do you think your father will still acknowledge you after this is over?"

"He effectively disowned me with this matter," Gu Wei said, a trace of sadness finally appearing on her face. "If it were just the two of us never acknowledging each other again, then naturally I wouldn't trouble you all. But if someone wants to take advantage of this matter to seize his property, since I am already involved, I cannot sit by and ignore it."

Yu Chen looked at Gu Wei coldly, feeling a wave of apprehension in his heart. *What kind of people does the People's Party train?* She was clearly a young woman about to be sold by her father, yet she hadn't lost her cool even at this stage. Originally, Yu Chen found it strange that Wang Youhong wanted to marry a female teacher from the People's Party. Hearing that the woman resolutely refused, Yu Chen had thought she wouldn't last long. He hadn't expected that not only had the situation completely turned around, but this girl could also look out for her father's property at the last moment. Even an average man wouldn't be this bold and meticulous.

"Miss Gu, we are under orders to send you back to Anhui. We can't manage other matters. Pack your things and come with us now," Yu Chen said.

"Director Yu, where did the People's Party base area ask you to send me?"

Yu Chen was shaken by these words. The People's Party had asked Wang Youhong to hand over Gu Wei and Gu Renyu to the People's Party's liaison station in Nanjing, and Wang Youhong had given Yu Chen the same order. But matching the two things together, Yu Chen realized why Gu Wei was difficult to deal with. Since she was trying to protect her father's property, and she was to be handed over to the People's Party liaison station, Gu Wei would have ample opportunity to take action. Wang Youhong didn't covet Gu Renyu's bit of property. for Wang Youhong, kicking this annoying fellow Gu Renyu out of Jiangsu was enough.

The King of Hell is easy to see, but the little goblins are hard to deal with. It was actually the police department that wanted to move on Gu Renyu's property. The economy in Jiangsu wasn't good right now, and the police department was struggling. With such a great opportunity, as long as this hot potato Gu Wei left Jiangsu, Gu Renyu would have to lose a few layers of skin regardless. It wasn't that Yu Chen was personally greedy; the police department needed to eat and drink too. But this golden opportunity was about to be ruined by Gu Wei right before his eyes.

"Go where you are told to go, stop talking nonsense," Zhang Zhihe shouted angrily.

Yu Chen was not so childish. This was a time where avoiding trouble was better than creating it. If a dispute arose over this bit of money, he wouldn't be able to explain it to Wang Youhong. The People's Party was currently angry at Gu Renyu. But clearly, the People's Party valued Gu Wei highly. If Gu Wei appealed to the People's Party, and they sent another official letter, Yu Chen would be in a difficult spot.

Having thought it through, Yu Chen smiled. "We are under orders to send Miss Gu to the People's Party Liaison Office. Please pack your things and come with us. As for your father's property, we won't touch it. However, the betrothal gifts he received must be returned."

This was the first time he used an honorific with Gu Wei. It wasn't that Yu Chen was afraid of her, but rather an unconscious expression of respect for this formidable woman.

The matter was finally resolved five days later. Gu Renyu was soundly beaten several times in the police station. The betrothal gifts were returned threefold. Under the mediation of the People's Party representative, Gu Renyu, filled with resentment, took his valuables and money and prepared to go to Zhejiang. His house and shops in Nanjing were bought by the People's Party Liaison Office at a very reasonable price.

Gu Wei waited until the agreements were reached before boarding a boat to Anhui. The father and daughter did not speak again until the end; severing ties was an inevitable outcome.

That an event that seemingly could have sparked a war ended like this caused Yu Chen to accept the result while developing a great dread of the People's Party.
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"Sir, Chief Li is here," the old doorkeeper at Yu Chen's home announced to Yu Chen, who was eating breakfast. Yu Chen didn't care for a luxurious life. During his years as a soldier, he had come to understand one thing: if one gets used to a comfortable life, it becomes very hard to accept hard times again. However, as the Chief of the Police Department, he couldn't live in the barracks. It would seem affected and be inconvenient for work. He rented a decent house in Nanjing city and hired an old doorkeeper.

"Let him in," Yu Chen replied. "Chief Li" referred to Li Yunrui. Since Yu Chen became the New Army Inspector, Li Yunrui had been his deputy. Skilled with the staff, he was known as the "Double Flower Red Staff" in the army. As long as Li Yunrui stood there, unless someone was drunk or blind and looking for a beating, offending soldiers would obediently submit to the Inspector's punishment. When Wang Youhong promoted Yu Chen to Police Chief, Li Yunrui was promoted by Yu Chen to Head of the Discipline Division.

Li Yunrui entered and sat down opposite Yu Chen without standing on ceremony. Yu Chen asked, "Have a bite?"

"No need," Li Yunrui replied.

Yu Chen knew that Li Yunrui's daily life was extremely regular; he would absolutely not eat unless it was mealtime. At this hour, Li Yunrui had certainly already eaten. Yu Chen didn't stand on ceremony either, burying his head and finishing his meal in a few bites before asking, "Any news?"

Li Yunrui nodded, "Chief, do you know what those Citizens Party people have been saying the last few days?"

"Aren't they clamoring about perfecting the laws?" Yu Chen replied.

The Citizens Party was a political organization established in Jiangsu last year. Under the current situation in China, Beiyang inherited most of the Qing system, adding some reformist elements championed by Beiyang since the late Qing. The People's Party created its own system. The situation in other provinces was awkward; the rulers didn't want a *good* system, but one that could maintain their existence. As a result, Jiangsu walked at the forefront of political reform.

Beiyang implemented universal suffrage for males over 18. The People's Party was more radical, implementing universal suffrage for all adults regardless of gender. As for Jiangsu, Wang Youhong implemented the "Citizen System." Anyone who declared their property to the state, possessed property exceeding a certain amount, and paid taxes on time could obtain "Citizen" status. With Citizen status came the right to vote and be elected. They could run for local grassroots assemblies and participate in the formulation and amendment of laws. In this era, forming parties was a trend, and on the basis of the Citizen System, the emergence of a Citizens Party was the most normal thing.

When mentioning the Citizens Party, both Yu Chen and Li Yunrui looked sarcastic, even disgusted. There were two major forces in Jiangsu: one was the landlords and gentry, now the budding Citizens Party, and the other was the army under Wang Youhong. One side believed they were the foundation of Jiangsu, while the other believed that without the army, Jiangsu would have long been swallowed up by others. Yu Chen and Li Yunrui were both from the army, so they naturally had no good feelings towards these gentry.

"I heard the Citizens Party delegation that went to inspect the People's Party areas has returned. Among other things, these people are clamoring to learn from the People's Party in sericulture. The news I got is that they want to build some 'Sericulture Production Base'," Li Yunrui said.

Yu Chen frowned slightly. This name sounded like something learned from the People's Party. He wasn't clear on exactly what it meant.

Li Yunrui didn't intend to keep him guessing. He immediately added, "It means there are many places in Jiangsu suitable for sericulture, and they want to use all these places for planting mulberries and raising silkworms."

Hearing this, Yu Chen's frown deepened. Planting mulberries and raising silkworms was a huge source of profit. Two years ago, the People's Party's sericulture industry exploded, once dealing a heavy blow to Jiangsu's sericulture industry. Under Wang Youhong's mediation, Jiangsu and the People's Party reached a purchase and sales contract. Jiangsu bought silkworm eggs from the People's Party, sold all the raw silk produced to the People's Party, and allowed the People's Party to establish joint-venture filatures in Jiangsu. Everyone originally thought the People's Party would use various black-hearted methods. Unexpectedly, the People's Party did business very "righteously." Whether it was silkworm eggs, filatures, or purchase prices, everything was quite fair. In less than a year, Jiangsu's sericulture industry walked out of its previous trough and recovered to its former levels.

As the saying goes, "no merchant is not treacherous." Seeing that filature enterprises were very profitable, many Jiangsu merchants invested in building filatures in various places. Foreigners, especially Americans, had a huge demand for raw silk. Although there was a purchase and sales contract signed with the People's Party, merchants still privately sold raw silk to Americans. Besides this, merchants also constantly sent delegations to the People's Party areas to learn local sericulture production methods. Now they actually wanted to create a "Sericulture Production Base." Yu Chen felt these people were being a bit too bold.

"Chief, we can't control how these people mess around. It's just that the Police Department is so short of money now. Should we speak to Governor Wang first and have him keep a larger share of the tax revenue for us?" Li Yunrui said.

Hearing this, Yu Chen finally understood Li Yunrui's plan. He didn't care about other things, he was just thinking about getting more money. If Yu Chen didn't know that Li Yunrui wasn't a greedy person, his expression might have changed. Establishing a police system really cost money. Although Northern Jiangsu had been taken by the People's Party, Southern Jiangsu still had a large population and developed commerce. To manage these places, at least 30,000 police officers were needed. Currently, the army and police in Jiangsu combined were only 40,000 men. The team Wang Youhong originally started with was actually tax police, and currently, there were over 6,000 of them in the Jiangsu army alone. The New Army 9th Division had over 14,000 men, the Jiangsu New Army had over 14,000 men, and the remaining 6,000 police were simply not enough.

To get people to work, besides boosting morale, having no money wouldn't do. The problem was that the Assembly was controlled by the gentry, and they didn't want to pay a penny more in taxes. Wang Youhong tried every means to expand revenue sources, and the tax police became the main force. However, catching criminals and stabilizing the market on weekdays relied on the police. Seeing the tax police earning a handsome income, many police officers sharpened their heads trying to get into the tax police. This was a major worry for Yu Chen. Hearing Li Yunrui's suggestion, although Yu Chen showed no expression on his face, his mind became active.

Li Yunrui knew Yu Chen very well. Seeing Yu Chen like this, he knew Yu Chen was moved. He quickly asked, "Chief, how is Governor Wang's mood lately?"

Yu Chen knew Li Yunrui was referring to the matter of Gu Wei and Gu Renyu. He laughed, "Governor Wang isn't as petty as you."

"Yes, a Prime Minister's belly can hold a boat," Li Yunrui also laughed. But after just a brief grin, Li Yunrui put away his smile and asked, "Chief, is the People's Party deliberately picking a quarrel? Making such a big fuss over a woman doesn't look right no matter how you look at it."

This was a common worry among many officials in Jiangsu. The People's Party's move was so strange it was hard to accept. The reason given made people laugh even harder: "Protecting women's rights?" Gu Renyu might have some money, but with his background, his daughter Gu Wei becoming Wang Youhong's concubine was really climbing up the social ladder.

So no one believed the People's Party was really doing this for a woman; many worried the People's Party was just finding an excuse to use force against Jiangsu. But the People's Party even fought the Germans occupying Qingdao, and the Germans didn't dare do anything to the People's Party. It wasn't like Jiangsu hadn't been beaten before. Since they knew they definitely couldn't win, these people in Jiangsu just accepted it.

Yu Chen wanted to sneer. He had met Gu Wei personally. If Gu Wei were a man, Yu Chen would have wanted to recruit her. Calm in the face of danger, reasonable and restrained—such people were not easily met. And in the People's Party, women could also be officials. Yu Chen didn't believe the People's Party would act for a woman, but for an outstanding talent, the People's Party writing to Wang Youhong and going through legal procedures to solve the problem wasn't considered making a big fuss.

It was just that explaining this clearly wasn't easy, and this matter indeed made Wang Youhong lose face. Yu Chen said, "Let's not talk about this anymore. Send people to pay more attention to the Assembly's movements. Let's confirm this matter first."

"That's naturally no problem," Li Yunrui laughed. The guards in the Assembly were all sent by the police system; getting firsthand news was the easiest thing for the Police Department. After speaking, Li Yunrui couldn't help but ask one more question, "Chief, will the People's Party really not attack?"

"In my view, the People's Party's mind isn't on this matter at all. No need to be suspicious. You are not allowed to mention this again in the future," Yu Chen didn't want to dwell on boring thoughts, so he gave Li Yunrui a firm order.

Jiangsu now only had Southern Jiangsu left. The territory wasn't large, and transportation was convenient, so the Assembly adopted a model of meeting regularly every month. If there were special matters, temporary meetings would be called. After all, these assemblymen were people with their own businesses and couldn't focus their energy on the Assembly for long periods. This time it happened to be the scheduled Assembly day, so everyone came running to attend the meeting.

Although the main topic was the centralized sericulture issue, initial questions about the People's Party's troop movements and whether military action would be taken against Jiangsu kept the assemblymen who stayed in Jiangsu surrounding those who had just returned from the Base Area. Only after getting relatively definite news—"The People's Party Base Area, at least the Anhui Base Area, is completely normal"—did the worried assemblymen feel much better.

"Our biggest feeling after coming back from Anhui this time is that the People's Party attaches extreme importance to the sericulture industry. Wherever we went, there wasn't a place where we didn't see mulberry trees. Wherever we went, there wasn't a place without filatures and silk factories being built. Our Jiangsu can't compare to them, and it's not just because of the People's Party doing business with foreigners. It's because our Jiangsu government is far less attentive to this matter than the People's Party. I and the other assemblymen who went to Anhui feel that on this matter, we must catch up," delegation leader Zhang Yutong said loudly to the Jiangsu assemblymen.
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"Gentlemen, everywhere we looked in Anhui this time, all we saw were mulberry trees and bamboo forests. Based on what we know now, the People's Party exported one million piculs of raw silk in 1911. Just this one item sold for over two hundred million Customs Taels, worth thirty million British pounds. As a result, the market purchase price for raw silk plummeted..."

Zhang Yutong had only spoken this far when the Jiangsu Assembly erupted in exclamations like a boiling pot. His voice was completely drowned out by the tide-like noise.

"How could it be that much?"

"Exactly how many mulberry trees did they plant? How many silkworms did they raise?"

...

Last year, the Jiangsu Assembly applied to the People's Party to observe how they organized production in the sericulture industry. The People's Party did not stop the Jiangsu delegation from going to the base areas to investigate. This incident made many Jiangsu assemblymen view it as a "trap." If they had a good method, they wouldn't have time to hide it, let alone let people visit and learn. Wasn't that foolish?

Now, hearing the news brought back by Zhang Yutong and his group of assemblymen, the Jiangsu assemblymen, whether they were involved in the sericulture industry or not, felt like they were going crazy. Over two hundred million Customs Taels—what a massive sum of money that was!

Customs Taels, also known as Haikwan Taels, were a unit of account used by the Customs Service in the mid-to-late Qing Dynasty. They were a virtual silver currency used for bookkeeping. During the Qing Dynasty, when Chinese Customs collected import and export duties, there was originally no uniform national standard. The fineness, weight, and names of metal silver circulating in various places were inconsistent, making conversion difficult and causing inconvenience for both Chinese and foreign merchants. To unify the standard, the "Sima Ping" (where "Ping" refers to the weight standard), also known as "Guangping," was adopted, and one tael of it was taken as the standard unit for the Customs Tael.

Historically, the virtual weight of one Customs Tael was 583.3 grains, or 37.7495 grams (later evolving to 37.913 grams) of pure silver (containing 93.5374% pure silver). When Customs collected tariffs, they exchanged according to the conversion standard between the virtual silver tael and the fine silver actually adopted locally. For every 100 Customs Taels, it was equivalent to 110 taels and 4 mace of Shanghai Guiyuan silver, 105 taels, 5 mace, and 5 candareens of Tianjin Xinghua silver, and about 108 taels, 7 mace, and 5 candareens of Hankou Yangli silver. It maintained roughly a one-to-one ratio with silver.

Many of the gentry in the Jiangsu Assembly were extremely wealthy. It was precisely because they understood what money meant that the impact of over two hundred million Customs Taels was exceptionally violent.

*Bang! Bang! Bang!* The Speaker of the Assembly struck the sounding board violently with his gavel, finally managing to temporarily calm the commotion.

The Jiangsu representatives had obtained this intelligence through personnel within the Customs Service in Shanghai. Zhang Yutong had already been shocked, so now he was finally able to maintain a minimum level of calm. But the shouting of the assemblymen below reminded him of his own feelings when he first learned this figure. From his scalp to the soles of his feet, every pore felt like it was being pricked by needles, and every hair on his body stood on end.

Zhang Yutong's family couldn't be considered extremely wealthy, but they had over five hundred *mu* of good land, and their raw silk business was doing quite well. In the peak years of the raw silk trade, Zhang Yutong's family could earn at least 60 taels of silver per *mu*. Four hundred *mu* of mulberry fields yielded over twenty thousand taels of silver a year. This income, compared to the People's Party's over two hundred million taels a year, was only one ten-thousandth. At the current scale of Zhang Yutong's family business, it would take him ten thousand years to earn two hundred million taels. Facing this number, how could he easily remain calm?

"It's not just raw silk; the People's Party also weaves silk themselves. They also grow cotton. The labor cloth and silk-cotton blends they launched in the past two years have sold quite well. Originally, Anhui and other places also produced tea. After the People's Party took power, they planted tea extensively in the mountainous areas. Although the quality of the tea varies, the good thing is that within each grade, tens of thousands of *jin* of tea are exactly the same. Plus, the volume is huge, so they can sell it even if it's cheap. Merchants purchasing raw silk and tea may have money, but it is limited after all. After buying the People's Party's goods, where would they have any remaining money to buy our things? If we want to stand up to the People's Party as equals, there is no other way than for the entire Jiangsu's raw silk and cotton to adopt such and such methods."

Zhang Yutong had been to the Anhui base area more than once. Mulberry trees were planted on the hillsides and along the field roads, and large patches of mulberry forests were planted by the water. Jiangsu's land was fertile, and the proportion of owner-farmers was relatively large; every farmer's household planted mulberry trees. It was just that compared to the People's Party's planting scale, they were completely at a disadvantage. Without mulberry leaves, the number of silkworms raised couldn't go up. Scale, scale—right now, Zhang Yutong's mind was full of these two words.

Wang Youhong attended almost every assembly meeting. Hearing Zhang Yutong speak so passionately, he couldn't help but ask, "Assemblyman Zhang, although I haven't been to Anhui, as far as I know, the People's Party indeed plants many mulberry trees, but the silkworm farms are not built by the private sector. What is your view on this?"

Jiangsu had been studying the People's Party's sericulture industry for more than a day or two. This was the first time Jiangsu had openly sent a large-scale delegation, but the gentry who visited the base areas privately and the personnel sent by Wang Youhong had gone more than once or twice. The scale of the mulberry trees was naturally well known long ago. Similarly, the People's Party's silkworm farms and filatures (silk reeling factories) were state-owned. The filatures would not accept cocoons that were not sent from state-owned silkworm farms. Wang Youhong also knew this very clearly.

Zhang Yutong nodded. "Governor Wang, the reason the People's Party's silk quality is excellent is that their silkworm farms are state-owned, and the silkworm eggs used are all of one type. Unlike our Jiangsu, where the silkworm eggs used are mostly kept by the families themselves. If we want to catch up with the People's Party, we must have a charter on this matter."

Although he answered smoothly, Zhang Yutong's voice lowered quite a bit. The biggest difference between the People's Party's sericulture industry and that of Jiangsu and other places lay in the fact that the mulberry trees were all planted on state-owned land in the base area. After the People's Party implemented land reform, the people had three *mu* of land per person, and all land beyond that belonged to the state. The farms opened on this land, the various crops planted, and even the minerals underground belonged to the state. In Jiangsu, land was privately owned. The mulberry leaves grown by each family could be disposed of by themselves—whether used to raise their own silkworms or carried out to sell, no one else could interfere.

The People's Party, however, had state-owned mulberry leaves. The management of the mulberry forests was the responsibility of specialized enterprises. Maintaining the mulberry forests, picking mulberry leaves, transporting mulberry leaves—people could earn money by contributing labor. The cost of this production chain was extremely low. A load of mulberry leaves could sell for two taels of silver in Jiangsu. Even if silver was cheap and copper expensive, it would still be one thousand six hundred *wen* of copper coins.

With the People's Party, transporting a load of mulberry leaves could earn four *jin* of rice. Calculated at thirty *wen* per *jin* of rice, it was only one hundred and twenty *wen*. Including the wages of the mulberry plantation workers, the silkworm farm workers, and the filature workers, the cost for the People's Party to produce a load of cocoons was only two taels of silver. Most importantly, the common people did not pay taxes on the money they earned. Farming was taxed at only thirty percent, and money earned from any other work went net into their own pockets. It seemed that the income from working was not high, but the good thing was stability. Regardless of whether the raw silk business lost money or made money, the workers would not lose money. The common people were actually willing to contribute labor.

From what Zhang Yutong saw in the base area, the men and women working were almost half and half. There were even many old men and old women carrying loads to transport mulberry leaves or picking mulberry leaves in the mulberry orchards. In Jiangsu, if elderly people could still come out to work, they must be highly skilled; how many such old hands could there be? As for old women, it goes without saying that no one would hire them. In the investigation, Zhang Yutong found that these old men and old women could earn enough money for seventy or eighty *jin* of rice a month. Although the People's Party's paper money looked awkward no matter how one looked at it, holding this paper money really could buy things. A large number of old men and old women with no skills supporting themselves by working—this was something unimaginable in Jiangsu. If it was so for the old men and old women, the young people earned even more.

Zhang Yutong completely opposed Jiangsu carrying out land reform like the People's Party, but he wanted Jiangsu to not collect taxes like the People's Party. It was just that he didn't quite dare to say this to Wang Youhong. With over forty thousand troops and police under Wang Youhong, what would they eat if taxes weren't collected?

But as soon as taxes were collected, the cost of Jiangsu's sericulture industry immediately went up. The People's Party's mulberry leaves cost nothing, and the wages to be paid to produce a load of cocoons were actually compressed to two taels of silver. Even if producing a load of raw silk cost twenty taels, the market price for raw silk was two hundred taels. The difference of one hundred and eighty taels of silver all fell into the People's Party's pockets.

In contrast, Jiangsu needed money for every link, from mulberry leaves to silkworm eggs, raising silkworms, and reeling silk, and the government had to collect taxes on every link. Out of two hundred taels, at least one hundred taels would be taken away. In this comparison, the People's Party, which earned one hundred and eighty taels, should have been exploitative like wolves and tigers. Yet, in the eyes of the people under the People's Party's rule, the People's Party did things extremely beautifully. Everyone in the base area had money to earn, and prices were extremely cheap; the prices of many iron farm tools were actually one-tenth of those in Jiangsu. What was even more infuriating was that the People's Party provided cloth coupons. With cloth coupons, one could buy cloth at one-fourth of the price in Jiangsu. Because the price difference was so huge, Jiangsu's goods simply could not enter the People's Party's base areas.

"Assemblyman Zhang, does your delegation have any plan on how to set this charter?" Wang Youhong didn't know Zhang Yutong had so many thoughts. He was extremely interested in the matter of the People's Party earning over two hundred million Customs Taels a year. The People's Party had the territory of four provinces. Even if Jiangsu had lost Northern Jiangsu, if Southern Jiangsu's output could be one-fifth of the People's Party's—forty million Customs Taels—Wang Youhong would be very satisfied. Even if he could get half of such a sum, Wang Youhong could get twenty million taels.

The expense of raising an army of forty thousand was huge. Southern Jiangsu was a wealthy place, which was a good thing financially. From the military aspect, it might not be a good thing. Jiangsu people were unwilling to serve as soldiers. An ordinary soldier in the Beiyang Army cost nearly a hundred taels a year. According to the Beiyang Army's standards, Jiangsu's forty thousand troops would cost four million taels of silver a year. Adding the operation of government officials, this would take nearly ten million.

Wang Youhong firmly believed that without his own military industry, it was impossible to guarantee his own safety. Nanjing had the Jinling Arsenal, but to maintain the annual operation of this arsenal was another expenditure of nearly a million taels of silver. Besides these, factories had to be built and schools opened; twenty million taels was already the minimum expenditure. If any natural or man-made disaster happened casually, the annual expenditure would probably double. Now seeing that the assembly was preparing to do something big in the sericulture industry, Wang Youhong decided that on the basis of facilitating this matter, he also had to keep the tax revenue firmly in his hands.

Zhang Yutong's delegation had indeed discussed a charter. At this moment, he braced himself and said, "Governor Wang, our delegation's charter is to establish our Jiangsu Silk Industry Company and bring all industries related to silk into this silk company for operation. From silkworm egg distribution, cocoon purchasing, and silk reeling to sales, all will be operated by this silk company."

Wang Youhong had his own people in the delegation, so he also knew this plan. However, Wang Youhong was an outsider after all, and it had only been a little over three years since he truly took power in Jiangsu. Even with the so-called "confidants" he sent, Wang Youhong himself didn't dare to trust them completely. He said, "Assemblyman Zhang, speak about this charter in detail."

"Yes, Assemblyman Zhang, since this sericulture industry has great potential, hurry up and tell us." Other assemblymen also clamored.

Although there had been discussions and even some networking beforehand, and Zhang Yutong knew the responsibility he should bear, he could only brace himself and say, "Currently, the People's Party has the largest sales volume in raw silk, and foreigners use their price as the standard. The People's Party representative also said that this is called 'negotiated pricing.' It means the biggest buyer and the biggest seller negotiate a price, and after the price negotiation, other buyers and sellers follow this price. So no matter what, our price cannot be higher than the People's Party's. Since the price is set, the profit of this sericulture industry is also set. The assemblymen we represent believe that we might as well adopt a fixed tax in terms of taxation. First set a tax ratio; the silk company only pays tax once, and other levies and taxes will not be collected."

As soon as these words came out, the originally buzzing assembly hall quickly quieted down. Everyone's eyes fell on Zhang Yutong's face. The assemblymen never expected that the primary content of the charter formulated by Zhang Yutong and others was not how to organize production, but went straight for taxation.

It took Zhang Yutong great courage to say these words. After finishing, Zhang Yutong looked at Wang Youhong, wanting to see some changes on Wang Youhong's face to judge his thoughts.

Wang Youhong's expression did not change. He said nothing, looking at Zhang Yutong thoughtfully. This unfathomable behavior made Zhang Yutong feel immense pressure. After staring at each other for a while, Wang Youhong frowned slightly, which immediately made Zhang Yutong nervous. Because of the nervousness, Zhang Yutong's face couldn't help twitching a few times.

"Why don't you continue? Is this charter just this one paragraph?" Wang Youhong asked in puzzlement.

Only then did Zhang Yutong realize he had lost his composure just now. He cared too much about Wang Youhong's reaction and instead completely failed to notice what he should be doing. "Oh, there's more below, there's more below." Zhang Yutong said repeatedly, but found that he had forgotten the remaining content of the charter completely. Scrambling to open the charter draft, Zhang Yutong couldn't find which paragraph he should read. After struggling for a while, he realized that what he wanted to say was on the first page he had scrambled to open.

Having finally started reading the charter, the assemblymen listened for a while. Some began to nod slightly, while others showed impatient expressions. These specific details were about the structure of the various levels of the future silk company covering all of Jiangsu. This stuff was only of interest to assemblymen whose main business was sericulture; assemblymen from other industries were not so enthusiastic.

Jiangsu Assemblyman He Sui's face was very calm, showing neither support nor impatience. But this did not mean his heart was as calm as his face. First of all, He Sui was very disappointed in Zhang Yutong. Although as a Jiangsu citizen and a Jiangsu Assemblyman, he dared to speak up at critical moments to maintain his own interests, his ability ended there. This panic after saying the key words in the assembly, compared to the heroic manner of patting his chest and guaranteeing to handle things well when taking on this task, proved that Zhang Yutong was still just a local rich landlord.

Since the late Qing Dynasty, as the imperial court suffered defeat after defeat, indemnities came one after another. The Empress Dowager, the Emperor, the princes, and ministers, and those Manchus couldn't shit gold or piss silver, so this money could only be levied on the common people. Because Jiangsu was wealthy, the Jiangsu gentry, as the monied class, suffered deeply from it.

This time, when the assemblymen talked about establishing a silk company, they all believed that this silk company couldn't be government-run; at least it had to be a joint government-merchant venture. The gentry assemblymen naturally hoped not to pay taxes, but everyone knew that was unrealistic. So, controlling taxation through a government-merchant joint enterprise would at least avoid various exorbitant levies and miscellaneous taxes. If this start could be made in the silk industry, then the same could be done for others. If such government-merchant joint companies could be built in various industries, eventually driving the tax collectors out of the countryside controlled by the gentry, that would be best.

He Sui was the initiator and second-in-command of the newly established Jiangsu Citizens Party. At that time, He Sui strongly persuaded Zhang Yutong that Wang Youhong would not make an example of him. After all, the status of an assemblyman was honorable. According to the assembly charter, even if an assemblyman committed a tangible crime, an application had to be made to the assembly first to strip him of his assemblyman status before he could be arrested. Since Zhang Yutong was speaking for everyone, the assemblymen would ensure Zhang Yutong's safety no matter what.

Zhang Yutong had indeed spoken boldly. If he had continued to speak openly and candidly about the silk company's charter, this speech could have been perfect. It was just that Zhang Yutong cared too much about Wang Youhong's performance and instead showed fear.

However, things had already reached this point, and there was no meaning in blaming Zhang Yutong anymore. He Sui was quite surprised by Wang Youhong's breadth of mind. He didn't think Wang Youhong failed to understand the meaning implied in the tax proposal. And Wang Youhong's attitude of being completely unaffected was truly awe-inspiring. Had someone leaked the news to Wang Youhong, or had Wang Youhong expected this long ago?

Although he complained in his heart that Zhang Yutong's performance was a bit lacking in composure, He Sui knew that he was also fearful in his heart. Wang Youhong was able to sit firmly in his current position because of the soldiers in his hands. The gentry were extremely opposed to the land reform in the nearby People's Party base areas and were also full of distrust towards the Beiyang faction that had seized power from the Manchu Qing. In the chaos of the late Qing, the Jiangsu gentry had no choice but to support a Jiangsu Governor who hailed from Tianjin.

In these few years, Wang Youhong had been quite respectful towards the assembly, and more and more assemblymen had a good impression of him. Respect was one thing, but when it came time to collect taxes, Wang Youhong never collected a single coin less. The heavy taxation made assemblymen everywhere feel the hardship. Launching an attack over the sericulture matter this time was also because many assemblymen truly couldn't bear it anymore. In these past few years, they had finally understood that the Jiangsu Assembly was the organ of power in Jiangsu, and Jiangsu's leader should be elected by the Jiangsu Assembly, not self-appointed like Wang Youhong. Since the Jiangsu Assembly inherently had such power, it was naturally the most reasonable thing for the assembly to fight for its own interests.

Thinking about these things, He Sui only came to his senses amidst a round of applause after Zhang Yutong finished reading the entire charter of the silk company. He participated in the applause with a calm face, but his eyes involuntarily scanned toward Wang Youhong.

Wang Youhong was not in a hurry to speak. He already roughly understood what Zhang Yutong wanted to say. What lay before him now was a dilemma. If the silk company matter couldn't be done, the tax problem couldn't be solved. Similarly, if he couldn't immediately slap down this bunch of assemblymen who were attempting to start a rebellion, Wang Youhong wouldn't be able to keep his seat either. The best method would be to achieve both goals simultaneously. But exactly how to do it, Wang Youhong hadn't thought it through yet. Various books of the People's Party he had read and various lectures of Chen Ke he had excerpted turned over in his mind like a revolving lantern.

Many things in politics have similarities; many things seem right but are actually wrong, and upon careful thought, are completely different. Plus, there were many people in the assembly, and many speeches. Being disturbed like this, Wang Youhong's attention was completely scattered and couldn't be concentrated.

Finally enduring until the noon recess, Wang Youhong took a sedan chair directly back to his home. He didn't plan to attend the afternoon meeting. Despite lacking relevant experience, Wang Youhong had an inexplicable vigilance that if he couldn't immediately think of a solution, a great chaos might be imminent.
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In recent years, whenever Wang Youhong encountered a problem he couldn't solve, he would turn to the People's Party's various documents. No matter how complex the issue appeared, as long as he found the corresponding text, there would be a corresponding solution. Faced with the parliament's attempt to "rebel," Wang Youhong habitually began searching for relevant lines of thought within his mind.

The documents Wang Youhong used most frequently were *Analysis of the Classes in Chinese Society*, *A Concise Principle of Political Economy*, and *Summary of Marx's Surplus Value*. However, what Chen Ke wrote was sometimes inevitably too profound. Take *On Practice*, which Wang Youhong liked very much; he felt he understood it every time he read it, yet the feeling of understanding was vastly different each time. As for *On Contradiction*, that thing Chen Ke himself required People's Party comrades to study in various speeches, Wang Youhong found it simply like reading a book from heaven. This was also why Wang Youhong wanted to take a female teacher from the People's Party as a concubine. When taking a wife, one looks for virtue; when taking a concubine, one looks for talent. If a concubine wanted to gain her husband's favor, she had to show something that satisfied him. Either being good-looking, knowing how to serve people, or being able to help her husband intellectually.

The struggle with the parliament was so troublesome that even after calming down and thinking repeatedly, Wang Youhong actually couldn't figure out the full picture of the problem at all. His mind was filled with the dancing figures of Jiangsu's many relationships: the gentry, the tax police, the army, the parliament, and the newly formed Citizens Party. Wang Youhong felt dizzy; the relationships between these people seemed simple, but the demands of every force were vastly different, and many demands were fundamentally contradictory. Trying to build a balance between these forces was simply like trying to keep ice and charcoal in the same furnace; a suitable method couldn't be found at all.

Wiping his face hard with his palm, Wang Youhong sighed deeply and casually picked up the pamphlet titled *On Contradiction* in front of him. Wang Youhong wanted to change his mood by studying this most profound article.

There were a few sentences marked in red on the pamphlet, for example: "In battle, one army is victorious and the other is defeated; both the victory and the defeat are determined by internal causes. The one is victorious either because it is strong or because of its competent generalship, the other is defeated either because it is weak or because of its incompetent generalship; it is through internal causes that external causes become operative." Wang Youhong could understand this passage.

As for another passage: "Contrary to the metaphysical world outlook, the world outlook of materialist dialectics holds that in order to understand the development of a thing we should study it internally and in its relations with other things; in other words, the development of things should be seen as their internal and necessary self-movement, while each thing in its movement is interrelated with and interacts on the things around it. The fundamental cause of the development of a thing is not external but internal; it lies in the contradictoriness within the thing. This internal contradiction exists in every single thing, hence its motion and development. Contradictoriness within a thing is the fundamental cause of its development, while its interrelations and interactions with other things are secondary causes. Thus materialist dialectics effectively combats the theory of external causes, or of an impulse from without, advanced by metaphysical mechanical materialism and vulgar evolutionism. It is evident that purely external causes can only give rise to mechanical motion, that is, to changes in scale or quantity, but cannot explain why things differ qualitatively in thousands of ways and why one thing changes into another. As a matter of fact, even mechanical motion under external force occurs through the internal contradictoriness of things..."

Wang Youhong couldn't understand such words, which were obviously meant as a general program, no matter how he read them. This wasn't that ambiguous classical Chinese, but vernacular. Yet this vernacular used many nouns Wang Youhong simply couldn't understand. Nouns like "motion," "metaphysics," "mechanical materialism," and "materialist dialectics" had appeared in Chen Ke's other articles, but Wang Youhong hadn't been able to understand them.

Suppressing his impatient mood, Wang Youhong flipped through several pages in a row, and another passage marked in red appeared before his eyes: "Qualitatively different contradictions can only be resolved by qualitatively different methods. For instance, the contradiction between the proletariat and the bourgeoisie is resolved by the method of socialist revolution; the contradiction between the great masses of the people and the feudal system is resolved by the method of democratic revolution; the contradiction between the colonies and imperialism is resolved by the method of national revolutionary war; the contradiction between the working class and the peasant class in socialist society is resolved by the method of collectivization and mechanization in agriculture; contradiction within the Communist Party is resolved by the method of criticism and self-criticism; the contradiction between society and nature is resolved by the method of developing the productive forces. Processes change, old processes and old contradictions disappear, new processes and new contradictions emerge, and the methods of resolving contradictions differ accordingly."

Wang Youhong could understand this passage. He just didn't understand why Chen Ke, such a high-and-mighty ruler, wanted to stand on the side of the "proletariat." While that group of gentry like Zhang Yutong envied the base area's extremely low official taxes, Wang Youhong envied the base area's powerful administrative organizational capability. Now that the landlords and gentry had been swept clean, the People's Party was the only high-and-mighty ruler inside the base area.

If he had such powerful administrative organizational capability as the base area, Wang Youhong firmly believed he would do better than Chen Ke. Wasn't it just not collecting taxes and giving more benefits to the people below? As long as there was money in hand, who wouldn't know how to do such things? Wang Youhong felt he just had worse luck than Chen Ke. If he could have seen through the trend of the Manchu Qing's collapse earlier, if he could have planned more for himself earlier, the situation in Jiangsu wouldn't have become so chaotic.

*Is it that my own hand is too soft?* Wang Youhong thought. *Am I too gentle in dealing with this bunch of gentry?* If it were before, when Wang Youhong only controlled the army, he had shouted "Property owners, unite!" because he had no choice but to compromise. Now that the situation in Jiangsu had stabilized and the People's Party showed no intention of annexing Southern Jiangsu, Wang Youhong felt his status in Jiangsu shouldn't be this low. Those in power should be unrestrained; this was Wang Youhong's view. When he served as a bodyguard alongside Zhang Xun, he had witnessed the majesty of Empress Dowager Cixi; that was truly a case where a single word could determine a person's life or death. Now Zhang Xun was in Jiangxi. When the People's Party seized Jiangxi, the reason was simple: "The Governor of Jiangxi is a staunch royalist." In fact, the Governor of Jiangsu at that time had nothing to do with the royalist party, let alone being a staunch one.

With an army and status, one should be able to do whatever one wanted. Perhaps rulers should be good to those below, but at the same time, rulers should also have the power to punish subordinates at will. "Thunder and rain are all the monarch's grace"—Wang Youhong had established such a notion when he was a bodyguard, and he believed he should possess such power when he was in charge.

"Sigh..." Wang Youhong let out a long sigh and casually closed the pamphlet of *On Contradiction*. In this world, things go against one's wishes nine times out of ten. Even though he had become this Governor of Jiangsu, he still couldn't exercise power as he wished. This fact made Wang Youhong feel despondent.

While Wang Youhong regretted that his power wasn't great enough, the councilors of Jiangsu felt that Wang Youhong's power was somewhat excessive. He Sui was the second-in-command of the newly established "Citizens Party." Now, twenty percent of the councilors in the Jiangsu Assembly had joined the Citizens Party. There were at least another twenty percent who were very supportive of the Citizens Party but hadn't joined due to various concerns. Those with various connections to the Citizens Party accounted for as much as seventy percent of the Jiangsu Assembly.

After the assembly meeting ended today during the day, the backbone members of the Citizens Party held a meeting. Zhang Yutong had already clarified his stance during the day. The Citizens Party hoped that the power of taxation could be transferred to the hands of the gentry. This was also one of the main stances when the Citizens Party was established. Another main stance was "protecting the private property of citizens from infringement."

"Gentlemen, back in the day, Jiangsu had a Governor, a New Army Commander, a Provincial Administration Commissioner, and an Education Commissioner. Great power was not in the hands of the Governor alone. Now Jiangsu only has the Jiangsu Governor and the Assembly, and this Jiangsu Governor should have been elected by the Assembly to begin with. All authority should be decided by the Assembly. But now, the only person in charge in Jiangsu is the Jiangsu Governor." When He Sui reached this point, he couldn't help but sneer, "Rather than calling him the Governor of Jiangsu, it's better to call him the Governor of Southern Jiangsu. If he could protect the territory and pacify the people, that would be one thing, but facing the People's Party, our Jiangsu Governor can only sit and watch, doing nothing. Even when the People's Party reached out to intervene in his own matter of taking a concubine, he didn't dare to utter a sound."

Hearing He Sui fiercely attack Wang Youhong's incompetence, a crowd of Citizens Party councilors couldn't help but laugh out loud. "Councilor He, if our Jiangsu Governor just wants to be a tyrant at home, we have no other way. I'm just afraid the Governor finds us truly meddlesome."

"I've heard a story. Two brothers went to shoot a wild goose. But one thought the wild goose should be steamed, and the other thought it should be braised in soy sauce. The two argued endlessly about this. By the time the wild goose had flown away, they still hadn't argued out a result. Although the People's Party is detestable, the People's Party at least knows to expand the raw silk industry first. Our Jiangsu has just caught its breath, yet Governor Wang stares at the tax revenue without letting go. If the industry can't be built up, how can we talk about income?"

"However, I see that Governor Wang is not unconcerned about this Silk Company matter," Zhang Yutong said. He still clearly remembered Wang Youhong pressing for the articles of association of the Silk Company during the day.

He Sui was very disappointed with Zhang Yutong's naive performance. "Councilor Wang, can't we organize the Silk Company ourselves? In this matter, apart from acting as an introducer when the People's Party came here to discuss cooperation, how much effort has Governor Wang himself actually contributed? The reason we want to form this Silk Company is for tax reduction. If the taxes remain the same as before after it's formed, why are we wasting this effort?"

After Zhang Yutong mentioned this, other councilors also found the key point. Wang Youhong was only interested in how to form the Silk Company; he didn't talk at all about the tax exemption which was most important for the Silk Company. This attitude could be said to be wanting to understand everything fully, but it could also be said to be an implicit opposition to the tax reduction matter.

"To make the Silk Company big, there must be benefits that everyone can see. There are so many people in our Jiangsu who plant mulberries and raise silkworms. Without this clause of tax reduction, how can we get everyone to join the Silk Company, and how can we get everyone to abide by the Silk Company's rules?" He Sui asked.

"Shall we send someone to discuss it with Governor Wang privately?" Zhang Yutong said.

"If such a matter has to be discussed privately, then what do we need this assembly for? Some things can be discussed privately, but this matter of the Silk Company concerns the foundation of the entire Jiangsu; discussing it privately among a few people is inappropriate to begin with. If people found out, they would think we are only planning for ourselves. Moreover, this assembly was established precisely to decide Jiangsu's affairs. If everything has to be discussed privately, what do we need this assembly for?"

He Sui spoke decisively and with resonance. The councilors of the assembly all felt their spirits lifted after hearing this.

"Councilor He makes sense. It's just that for such a matter, I'm afraid we can't make the decision right now, can we?" a councilor asked.

"That's why I said earlier, in the past there was a Governor and a Provincial Administration Commissioner. The Provincial Administration Commissioner was in charge of financial matters. Now, where in our Southern Jiangsu is there still the position of Provincial Administration Commissioner? At that time, we thought the People's Party was very likely to attack, so we didn't persist on this matter but agreed to establish a Governor with total control. Looking at it now, this was truly a mistake," He Sui replied.

"Then what is Councilor He's intention?" Zhang Yutong felt a sense of danger revealed in He Sui's words.

"My meaning is, if Governor Wang is unwilling to yield on the Silk Company's taxes, then we must pass through the assembly to establish an official position specifically in charge of finance," He Sui replied.

"This..." Zhang Yutong didn't believe Wang Youhong could agree to this matter.

"I naturally have a plan for this matter; it's not convenient to explain it yet. But presumably, there will be news very soon. When the news comes back, I will definitely explain it to everyone," He Sui laughed, and within this smile, there was a strong self-confidence.
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"There is a councilor named He Sui in that Jiangsu Citizens Party. He privately sent someone to discuss with us, hoping we would pressure Wang Youhong," Finance Minister Qin Wu'an reported to Chen Ke about some recent encounters. Qin Wu'an was quite surprised that He Sui wanted to borrow the People's Party's power.

"What is this He Sui's background?" Chen Ke was not surprised by this; in fact, he personally rather hoped such people would appear.

The various systems of the People's Party had been gradually established. Qin Wu'an took out the materials borrowed from the Data Department and handed them to Chen Ke. This was a kraft paper file bag. The People's Party had established exclusive personal files for Party members, cadres, local figures the Party needed to pay attention to, and people the Party cared about. Just these kraft papers and the good design and binding required a considerable expenditure, so much so that even Qin Wu'an felt it was a bit too extravagant. However, when it came to actual use, the comfort and standardization made Qin Wu'an feel it was worth the money.

He Sui's qualifications were quite interesting; he was actually a student who had studied in Britain, and he had studied at a law school in London. British law schools cultivated rulers, or at least the reserve army of rulers. If He Sui had really studied well, presumably his knowledge wouldn't be too bad. After reading He Sui's resume, Chen Ke asked, "What support is he asking from us?"

"He Sui hopes to establish a Silk Company in Jiangsu. From what I see, it looks very much like a united trust enterprise. But Wang Youhong may not necessarily agree. He Sui wants to sign a secret treaty with us; if we support them, we can hold a ten percent share in this enterprise."

Qin Wu'an finished speaking simply and waited for Chen Ke to ask questions. However, Chen Ke's answer startled Qin Wu'an greatly. "If this He Sui's purpose is to seize power from Wang Youhong, we can support him."

Qin Wu'an was very puzzled by Chen Ke's quick response. He originally thought Chen Ke would ask in detail about how He Sui would establish a united trust enterprise. He never expected that what Chen Ke focused on was merely whether He Sui would struggle against Wang Youhong. "..., Chairman Chen, I see that this person He Sui is not simple. If we support him, will we be rearing a tiger that will cause trouble in the future?"

"Minister Qin, He Sui's ultimate failure is a certainty. As for how he will fail, we don't need to spend effort guessing right now. What I value is this proposal of He Sui's. From what I see, He Sui is still much more progressive than Wang Youhong. Since he is pursuing progress, we might as well give him a hand," Chen Ke laughed.

Chen Ke often did things unexpectedly; Qin Wu'an had long been accustomed to this. It was just that this "unexpectedness" was a bit too great this time, and Qin Wu'an didn't know for a moment whether Chen Ke was serious or joking. On second thought, for such a big matter, Chen Ke would definitely not joke. Qin Wu'an calmed himself, straightened out his thoughts, and then asked, "Chairman Chen, this progress you speak of, what exactly does it mean?"

"By now, based on the intelligence we've collected, we can basically determine that what Wang Youhong is engaging in is that set of feudal power subinfeudation. That stuff definitely won't work; it's too backward. Listening to this proposal of He Sui's, he wants to unite to engage in production, which belongs to the capitalist set. It is much more progressive than Wang Youhong. Revolution doesn't mean we draw a final model and then find a new world to build exactly according to that model without a single error. That is the metaphysical way, and it definitely won't work for revolution. Revolution is a process; what we need is to constantly eliminate the most backward."

Qin Wu'an had heard Chen Ke talk about this content. After thinking carefully for a while, he said, "In other words, after we get rid of Wang Youhong, this feudal subinfeudation system, then it will be the turn to get rid of He Sui, this bunch of bourgeoisie?"

Chen Ke shook his head, "It's not that we go and get rid of them, but under the current circumstances, they will finish themselves off. I have repeatedly emphasized that revolution is not destruction; revolution is construction. It's not that we go to create revolution, but that the people need revolution. Wang Youhong now faces pressure from Beiyang and pressure from our base area. He wants to maintain his own dictatorial rule, so he needs money. Wang Youhong himself can't excrete gold or urinate silver, so he has to scrape money from Jiangsu Province. At this time, He Sui, who is in a state of being scraped, is unhappy. The Jiangsu bourgeoisie represented by He Sui will try every means to get rid of Wang Youhong's scraping state. This is why He Sui has come to find us now. He needs support."

"Then wouldn't it be better if we directly send troops to liberate Jiangsu and establish a people's regime in Jiangsu?" Qin Wu'an asked.

"To establish a People's Party regime, it must be that the people need to use such drastic revolutionary methods to resolve contradictions. The contradiction between the proletariat and the bourgeoisie is resolved by the method of socialist revolution; the contradiction between the masses of the people and the feudal system is resolved by the method of democratic revolution. Currently, the social contradictions in Jiangsu have not risen to this height. No one will revolutionize for the sake of revolution; the reason for adopting such means as revolution is all to fight for their own interests. If we fight our way over now, in the eyes of the Jiangsu people, we are outsiders, we are invaders. When the contradictions in Jiangsu reach a point where not revolutionizing won't do, that is when the revolutionary situation is mature. At that time, we will be liberators. Grasping the timing of the revolution is a very important matter."

The strategic direction of the People's Party was always formulated by Chen Ke. Qin Wu'an felt he truly didn't understand, so he didn't pretend to understand and raise objections. However, hearing Chen Ke explain his expectations for the future situation this time, he expressed a cautious doubt for the first time, "Chairman Chen, if we support them, are we just waiting to watch them finish?"

"It's not that boring either. Minister Qin, do you believe a person will never make mistakes?" Chen Ke asked.

"Impossible," Qin Wu'an answered very crisply.

"Tang Taizong said: using copper as a mirror, one can adjust one's clothes and cap; using history as a mirror, one can know the rise and fall; using people as a mirror, one can understand gains and losses. First, our support for the development of the national bourgeoisie like He Sui can promote social progress. Second, in the struggle between the bourgeoisie and feudalism, we can see the veins of social change from it. And He Sui and these people will inevitably commit the mistakes and crimes that the bourgeoisie will inevitably commit, especially since they will prove that some roads are dead ends. This is very important for our Party. Up to now, our Party members' understanding of many things is relatively superficial. Without examples of errors, they cannot view many things correctly. Finally, He Sui and others will stimulate social contradictions and revolutionary struggles to an unprecedented degree. At that time, the revolutionary situation will also mature faster. This is the reason I support them."

There are various ways to calculate against people, but Qin Wu'an had never seen a method of calculation like Chen Ke's. Clearly, Chen Ke did not prepare to stab them in the back. All the strategies he adopted were waiting for He Sui to make mistakes himself. This didn't seem like the category of conspiracy anymore.

"Chairman Chen, how exactly are you able to think out such a result?" Qin Wu'an really wanted to figure out the reason.

"*On Contradiction* stated: purely external causes can only give rise to mechanical motion, that is, to changes in scale or quantity, but cannot explain why things differ qualitatively in thousands of ways and why one thing changes into another. As a matter of fact, even mechanical motion under external force occurs through the internal contradictoriness of things. Our interaction with He Sui, for both sides, is just a manifestation of internal characteristics. Purely external changes, such as supporting He Sui to suppress Wang Youhong, or even giving him financial and technical support, all just cause mechanical reactions. What truly causes change is still the internal causes. How to utilize these external supports, how to develop and strengthen oneself—these are not things that the external can decide."

Regarding the article *On Contradiction*, Qin Wu'an had actually studied it, but he thought the key to this article was a kind of philosophical speculation. Or to be more specific, since Chen Ke emphasized learning this article, he learned it. He didn't expect that after Chen Ke explained it this way, the practicality of this article would be highlighted.

Chen Ke didn't care what Qin Wu'an actually thought; he continued, "The materialist dialectical worldview advocates studying the development of things from inside the things, from the relationship of one thing to other things; that is, viewing the development of things as the internal and necessary self-movement of things, while the movement of every thing is interconnected with and interacting with other things around it. The fundamental cause of the development of things is not outside the things but inside the things, lying in the contradictoriness within the things. I am able to see through the development of the bourgeoisie represented by He Sui only because I do indeed understand the characteristics of the national bourgeoisie themselves, so I dare to make some judgments of necessity. Many of our comrades do not understand the essential difference between the bourgeoisie and the socialist system; they will see the similarities between the two and ignore the essential differences between the two. And now that there is no decent bourgeoisie in China, my allowing He Sui and others to exist now is also to let them provide many examples for the comrades."

Since Chen Ke emphasized it repeatedly, Qin Wu'an was also sure Chen Ke was not joking. He replied, "In other words, watch him build his vermilion tower, watch him banquet his guests, watch his tower collapse?"

These were Chen Ke's original words; at that time, Chen Ke used them to describe the future of Beiyang. Qin Wu'an used them directly, and it was quite fitting. Chen Ke nodded, "That is the meaning. However, you must keep what was said today confidential. I will speak to the comrades at the Party Committee meeting later. For now, write a report and bring it over; I will sign it."

Qin Wu'an put away He Sui's materials and left Chen Ke's office. Qin Wu'an really felt a kind of fear towards this line of thinking of calculating against others. Setting up a net in a place no one could imagine, waiting for the internal factors of these people to operate, and then they would obediently deliver themselves to the door. This method was a bit too ruthless.
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"Believe it or not, we, the People's Party, have no desire to intervene in Jiangsu's taxation," Qin Wu'an said to Li Yaoguang, the secret representative from Jiangsu.

Chen Ke had given Qin Wu'an full authority over the negotiations, setting two bottom lines: the People's Party would absolutely not directly intervene in Jiangsu's political struggles, and the People's Party would absolutely not engage in money-losing trades.

Hearing Qin Wu'an's words, Li Yaoguang was somewhat surprised. He Sui had believed the People's Party would certainly take this opportunity to intervene in Jiangsu's affairs; since they had come knocking on the People's Party's door, they had to be prepared for this. Qin Wu'an's clearly implied stance left Li Yaoguang puzzled. He tentatively asked, "If we wish to achieve tax concessions, your side will certainly have to negotiate with Governor Wang. This isn't intervening in Jiangsu's taxation, but rather a tax issue that the Silk Industry Company must inevitably face."

"Our support for your side is because there is money to be made. If we intervene too much, making Governor Wang think we aren't here to cooperate and make money but to shake his position, that is not our intention. We do not wish to see such a result."

Li Yaoguang watched Qin Wu'an calmly state his views, but internally he was cursing. If they could make money by honestly following the rules, why would Jiangsu come to find the People's Party? The Jiangsu side wanted to use the People's Party to pressure Wang Youhong. Since Qin Wu'an refused to take the bait, Li Yaoguang simply laid his cards on the table. "If your side holds such an attitude, even if a joint company is formed, the tax concessions would only be for your side. I would very much like to know now, does your side wish to cooperate with Governor Wang, or with us, the Citizens Party?"

Qin Wu'an liked this clear-cut attitude. The current key was who the People's Party would cooperate with. To put it more bluntly, did the People's Party support Wang Youhong's existing rules, or the new rules the Citizens Party was attempting to establish? Qin Wu'an smiled, "Even if we are willing to cooperate with the Citizens Party in the silk industry, it can't be that both of us go to Governor Wang and demand he accept our conditions. I believe that with Governor Wang's personality, he would resolutely refuse."

Li Yaoguang gave a dry laugh. If the People's Party and the Citizens Party really went "hand in hand to Governor Wang Youhong to make direct demands," let alone Wang Youhong not agreeing, even if the Citizens Party were in power, they wouldn't agree either. This wasn't just a matter of face; it was a fundamental issue of who had the final say in Jiangsu. The one holding the gun in Jiangsu was still Wang Youhong. If Wang Youhong used military means to protect his power, the People's Party, who also had guns, naturally wouldn't be afraid, but the Citizens Party, without military support, would suffer.

The sorrow of not having guns lay here: anyone could speak reason, but without guns, often what was said was spoken in vain. Since Qin Wu'an's attitude was such, Li Yaoguang could only speak directly. "We hope to gain your side's support, but not military support, nor do we need your side to declare open cooperation with us. We hope to restore the official post of 'Provincial Administration Commissioner' (*Bu Zheng Shi*) in Jiangsu. And this position of Provincial Administration Commissioner must be elected by the Assembly. The authority of the Commissioner must also be determined by the Assembly. As long as your side can do your utmost to push for this, we would be endlessly grateful."

The People's Party had captured several Provincial Administration Commissioners. For instance, Feng Xu, who was currently leading the "Cultural and Historical Office" in revising Chen Ke's book *Chinese Cultural Inheritance and the Rise of Materialism*, had once been the Provincial Administration Commissioner of Anhui. Qin Wu'an understood the powers of this office quite well. Hearing Li Yaoguang say this, he actually became genuinely interested in the Jiangsu Citizens Party's plan. "Do you want to restore the official title called Provincial Administration Commissioner, or do you want to restore the official position of the Provincial Administration Commissioner? There is a very big difference between the two."

The Provincial Administration Commissioner in the Qing Dynasty had considerable power. The authority of this official position included three main aspects: 1.  **Transmitting Government Decrees:** The Commissioner received administrative affairs and decrees assigned by superiors and proclaimed them to the various prefectures, sub-prefectures, departments, and counties, supervising their implementation. 2.  **Managing Subordinate Officials:** The Commissioner managed officials at the prefecture and department levels, issuing salaries on schedule, assessing performance, and reporting to the Governor-General or Governor. 3.  **Controlling Finance and Tax:** The Commissioner was responsible for collecting taxes across the province and managing fiscal revenue and expenditure. They also managed civil matters such as household registration, tax service, population, and land statistics for all prefectures in the province.     (Also included was the supervision of triennial provincial exams).

If the Jiangsu Citizens Party wanted to place these three powers in the hands of the Assembly, the entire political landscape of Jiangsu would undergo a massive shift. Qin Wu'an knew that Wang Youhong had gone to great lengths to grasp the power of Jiangsu in his hands; he would not easily transfer this portion of power to the Assembly. In fact, let alone Wang Youhong, the People's Party wouldn't do this either. The People's Party itself, through perfecting its organization, had gradually established a system capable of operation. One of the cores of this system was that power belonged directly to the People's Party. These powers didn't even belong to the bureaucratic system under the People's Party's rule. If one had to say who could obtain these powers, it would only be the broad masses of working people, not other political forces.

Since Qin Wu'an was clear about the role of the Provincial Administration Commissioner, Li Yaoguang felt it was much easier to communicate. He said seriously, "Of course we want to restore this official position, not just bear the empty title of Commissioner."

"It is impossible for us to directly demand Governor Wang do this. That would be equivalent to interfering in Jiangsu's internal affairs." Qin Wu'an shook his head repeatedly.

"But if your side insists on this, Governor Wang will agree." Li Yaoguang spoke very decisively. "Jiangsu's taxes are extremely heavy. If we can use this tax change to lower the taxes, the livelihood of the Jiangsu people will certainly improve. This is a good deed that benefits the region. We still hope your side can lend a hand. If this matter can be accomplished, your side will only need to provide 15% of the capital in the new Silk Industry Company to obtain 20% of the shares. We will absolutely not break our promise."

To accomplish such a big thing, and only get 5% of the shares? Qin Wu'an had to admit these Jiangsu profiteers were quite interesting. And this 5% wasn't for free; the People's Party still had to put up 15% of the funds. This was simply a wishful calculation.

"We absolutely cannot make Governor Wang willingly hand over such great power to the Assembly." Qin Wu'an believed this cooperation could not proceed.

"Governor Wang definitely won't be willing, and we don't expect your side to force Governor Wang to be willing. We only ask that your side make Governor Wang superficially make this decision. The rest of the matters, we the Citizens Party will do ourselves. Whether it can be done or not is our affair." Li Yaoguang threw out his final card.

Qin Wu'an found this suggestion quite interesting. What Wang Youhong refused most right now was being openly shamed by the People's Party. If it was a private agreement and didn't need to be known by everyone, this was something that could be tried.

After some discussion, the two reached a consensus in principle. Li Yaoguang immediately brought over a small bundle. "This is three hundred taels of gold. This is the handling fee for your Party. On the day this matter is accomplished, we will definitely present another nine hundred taels."

Such naked bribery was truly undignified, but Jiangsu and the People's Party base area were so close; Jiangsu knew the news that the People's Party executed corrupt officials almost every month. Li Yaoguang simply gave the money directly. As for whether Qin Wu'an would privately keep it or what he would do, that was Qin Wu'an's business.

Sure enough, Qin Wu'an did not decline. He called in an accountant to verify the quality and weight of the gold, and in the end, asked Li Yaoguang if he wanted a receipt. Li Yaoguang felt doing this was truly comical enough, but thinking carefully, if he had this receipt in hand, it would be easier to account for when he returned to Jiangsu. So he asked Qin Wu'an for a receipt.

The receipt was a printed standard receipt form. "Received from Li Yaoguang: Gold, three hundred taels, four mace, two candareens. Receiver: Kong Jun. Western Calendar: February 1, 1912." Besides Kong Jun's signature and seal, there was also the receipt seal of the People's Party Finance Department. The document was in quadruplicate. Li Yaoguang signed and stamped each one. The handover procedure was considered complete. Li Yaoguang took the invoice copy, while the other three were taken away by the People's Party accountant.

"Your side really has strict systems," Li Yaoguang, who also did business, couldn't help but praise.

Qin Wu'an laughed, "Three hundred taels of gold. If there weren't a system, heads would roll if this were investigated."

Li Yaoguang felt Qin Wu'an seemed to be boasting, but also warning him not to have any crooked ideas. Actually, three hundred taels of gold really wasn't a particularly large sum in the late Qing officialdom. For someone of Qin Wu'an's prominent position in the People's Party, it counted for even less. But Qin Wu'an was clearly not joking. Li Yaoguang couldn't treat it lightly, so he simply continued to ask, "Minister Qin, where will this money be sent in the end?"

This was a bit of making conversation. The flow of money was not spoken of clearly in Chinese officialdom. Unexpectedly, Qin Wu'an actually answered, "After this money passes inspection, it will be turned over to the National Treasury. The Finance Department doesn't keep money for itself."

"Since the Finance Department manages finance, surely it keeps some money for itself?" Li Yaoguang was genuinely interested.

"Our base area doesn't have an Assembly, but we have a People's Congress. The Finance Department's budget also has to be approved by the People's Congress before it can be withdrawn. It's not that because we manage the money, we can do whatever we want." Qin Wu'an gave a reply.

"Our Jiangsu Assembly meets at any time. Why haven't we heard of your side's Congress meeting often?" Li Yaoguang was very curious.

This question actually made it somewhat difficult for Qin Wu'an to answer. Up to now in the People's Party base area, the People's Congresses at all levels existed basically as a formality. The People's Party itself held all power within the base area. Although in theory, the People's Party's power came from the People's Congress, in reality, no one genuinely took the Congress seriously.

Seeing Qin Wu'an's expression wasn't very good, Li Yaoguang immediately changed the topic. "The remaining nine hundred taels, after the matter is successful, we will send someone specifically to present it. At that time, just let him bring a receipt back."

Since Li Yaoguang was so tactful, Qin Wu'an also changed the subject. "Running back and forth carrying gold is truly troublesome. I would suggest you deposit the money in our People's Party branch in Jiangsu. That would be extremely convenient."
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The journey back to Nanjing from the Huaihai Province base area was smooth. The People's Party had re-dredged the Beijing-Hangzhou Grand Canal, making Li Yaoguang's boat trip from Xuzhou to Nanjing quite fast. He finally rushed back to Nanjing on February 5th, the day of *Lichun* (Start of Spring).

Upon receiving the news of Li Yaoguang's return, six key cadres of the Citizens Party immediately held a meeting at the home of the interim party leader, Xie Siji. After introducing his experiences on the trip, Li Yaoguang took out the receipt. He Sui, Xie Siji, and the others passed it around, then read the certification letter written by the People's Party. He Sui and Xie Siji exchanged glances. Xie Siji then took the receipt and the letter and lit them over a candle. Two of the other four cadres showed surprise on their faces, but it was only surprise; no one made a sound, let alone stopped him.

Li Yaoguang was quite moved by this. It wasn't because of the money. Even describing it in the most understated terms, these six key cadres of the Citizens Party could not be called poor. Zhang Yutong was already one of the wealthier members of the Jiangsu Citizens Party, but compared to these six, Zhang Yutong was merely a local rich man. Xie Siji, He Sui, and the others each owned a silk reeling factory, and even Li Yaoguang held shares in a silk reeling factory.

Currently, three hundred taels of gold was worth about three thousand taels of silver. If the matter could be accomplished, they would have to give the People's Party another nine thousand taels of silver. This money was shared equally among the six cadres. However, these young men, including Li Yaoguang, didn't care about spending this money. To get things done, one had to spend money; to get big things done, one had to spend big money. Moreover, in many cases, or perhaps most cases, the people who were truly capable of getting things done were not actually coveting that specific sum of money. Giving money and receiving money was a matter of attitude, a matter of rules. The rules within the ruling class could not be broken.

Similarly, the handler had to follow the rules, just as Qin Wu'an had proposed giving a receipt and a certification letter. This was a manifestation of the strict system of the People's Party. The Citizens Party had heard that corruption was absolutely forbidden within the People's Party, and while everyone was skeptical, the People's Party's style was clearly that of the ruling class: taking money meant getting things done. Saying clearly "I can't do it," or simply "I don't want to do it for you," might cause unhappiness for true members of the ruling class, but it wouldn't forge a grudge. As the saying goes, "Business may fail, but benevolence remains," and "Ugly words spoken upfront prevent awkwardness later." But whether a person acted openly and aboveboard depended on whether they could be true to their word and resolute in their actions.

Furthermore, true rulers all possessed a certain quality: they all understood "having a beginning and an end," and they handled matters in distinct stages. Receiving money and giving a receipt proved that the act of receiving money had come to an immediate, stage-specific conclusion. If it were a pauper—at least a pauper in spirit—a guy who couldn't bear to see money, or those without a sense of responsibility, they would definitely carefully store the receipt Li Yaoguang brought back. In fact, it wasn't that they had planned how to use the receipt, but that such people always tried to hold onto some leverage over others. If they didn't do so, they would feel as if something was missing.

Xie Siji burning the receipt and the certification letter directly expressed a simple attitude. This matter ended here. He neither wanted to hold any leverage over Li Yaoguang or the People's Party, nor did he want to inadvertently let others hold any leverage over him. The attendees remained silent; they all understood this tacitly. At this moment, silence spoke louder than words, and they didn't think explanations would be of any use. Those who understood would understand. For those who didn't, explaining was useless and would only invite trouble for oneself.

"Did the People's Party say when there would be a result for this matter?" Xie Siji asked.

"No," Li Yaoguang replied.

"Then did they say when they would start working on it?"

"After the Spring Festival," Li Yaoguang continued to answer concisely.

Xie Siji tilted his head slightly, pondering. He Sui said, "There are still thirteen days."

Xie Siji paused for a moment before nodding. "Exactly thirteen days. We don't need to wait for them completely. In these few days, we need to pay New Year calls and give gifts to Governor Wang and his subordinates. It's a good opportunity to sound them out. Assemblyman He, how about you go find Yu Chen?"

"I can," He Sui replied. "Yu Chen is now the Chief of the Police Department. I don't know if he has any interest in taking on the duties of the Tax Police as well."

Xie Siji shook his head slightly. "I think we shouldn't alert the snake in the grass regarding that. Yu Chen prides himself on being incorruptible and not coveting power. Wang Youhong has promoted him exceptionally time and again and values him greatly. If we express that intention, I'm afraid he might see through something. If he informs Wang Youhong, our efforts will be wasted."

The cadres nodded slightly at these words. He Sui said, "Then I'll just directly say that we want to unify taxes on the Silk Industry Company matter and see if Yu Chen supports it. If he agrees with our idea, I'll ask him if he can recommend anyone to help."

"I think saying that is enough," Li Yaoguang replied.

"We'll speak the same way to others. Let's not say anything asking for a snub to the current person in charge of the Tax Police," Xie Siji said.

The next day, when Yu Chen learned that He Sui had come to visit, he was in a dilemma about whether to receive him. He Sui was a Jiangsu Provincial Assemblyman; logically, there was no reason to refuse a meeting. But He Sui visiting in person was definitely not as simple as giving a New Year's gift. After thinking for a moment, Yu Chen sent someone to invite He Sui in. If He Sui really had something to say, it would actually be easier to refuse him face-to-face.

The two young men sat down, and the orderly served tea and withdrew. Both of them were returned students. In fact, the young people rising in Jiangsu now all had overseas study experiences. He Sui's family was extremely wealthy, so he had gone to Britain. Yu Chen, Xie Siji, and Li Yaoguang had gone to Japan to study. Before the fall of the Manchu Qing, the government acted without any method; when they said they would implement New Policies, they did it with foolish, sweeping cuts. Abolishing the imperial examinations blocked the path for scholars to advance, yet they simultaneously required that newly recruited government personnel must have received a Western-style education. At that time, there were simply not that many Western-style schools in China, and even the new-style schools were not integrated into the national talent selection system. Consequently, the wealthy went to Europe and America, while the majority who had some money, but not much, had to run off to Japan to study. Yu Chen was one of them, and the young core cadres of the Jiangsu Citizens Party now were also all returned students. They actually had some genuine connections with each other.

After a few words of New Year's greetings, He Sui went straight to the point. "Director Yu, I wonder if you have heard that the representatives who went to Anhui for inspection this time want to establish a Silk Industry Company encompassing Jiangsu's sericulture?"

Yu Chen had naturally heard of it; not only had he heard of it, but he also attached great importance to it. If this company could be established, it would be equivalent to a huge source of tax revenue, and the Police Department also wanted a share of the pie. "I have heard about this."

"Then Director Yu must know the news that we want to fix this tax?" He Sui asked.

"Tax collection is not under our jurisdiction. I have only heard rumors," Yu Chen refused to take a stance.

If Yu Chen wouldn't take a stance, He Sui had to. "Director Yu, if such a company is formed, the number of common people planting mulberries and raising silkworms will definitely increase. Since mulberry is planted in the fields, naturally, grain cannot be grown. But with the current various taxes and levies, the Tax Police don't care what we plant. For one *mu* of land, the mulberry tax must be paid, and the grain tax must also be paid. The common people really cannot bear the burden. Our intention is to simply fix this tax revenue. We have to let the people catch their breath."

He Sui wasn't making this up. Jiangsu's tax revenue had completely inherited the model of the former Qing. The taxes didn't seem heavy, but the items were extremely numerous. After the "Joint Provincial Autonomy," Jiangsu temporarily didn't have to pay money to the central government. However, the various taxes that existed in the former Qing had not been reduced by a single item. For example, the tax allocated to each province for the Boxer Indemnity was still collected as usual, even though the provinces no longer had to pay the indemnity.

Yu Chen did not agree with this practice. He believed that "good steel should be used on the blade." Since tax revenue was so important, it should be managed more effectively, not just collected whenever possible. In addition, Yu Chen knew very well that a considerable part of the taxes collected by the Tax Police did not enter the Jiangsu provincial treasury but was ruthlessly exploited by various levels, with perhaps close to half falling into the pockets of those below.

However, this matter involved too much, and Yu Chen didn't want to place himself at the forefront of the storm. He demurred, "Assemblyman He, I cannot make the decision on this matter either. If you want to get things done well, Governor Wang must make the decision."

"Governor Wang is likely afraid that tax revenue isn't enough. If no one is willing to mediate this matter, I'm afraid Governor Wang will still be unwilling to adjust. Director Yu, Jiangsu currently relies entirely on raw silk exports to make money. If we cannot make a breakthrough here, and if the Jiangsu sericulture industry collapses, Governor Wang will lose even more. I know Director Yu is highly valued by Governor Wang. We would like to ask Director Yu to explain this matter clearly to Governor Wang."

"I'm afraid that won't work. Governor Wang is a man who strictly adheres to rules. He often tells us about the time he served as a bodyguard for Empress Dowager Cixi. The Empress Dowager liked a famous opera singer in the capital. Once, the Empress Dowager was waiting to watch a play, but that person didn't come. He didn't rush over until just before the singing started. The Empress Dowager waited for the famous singer to finish singing before asking him why he came so late. The famous singer replied that he had overslept. The Empress Dowager asked again, 'Did your family not wake you up?' The famous singer replied that his family knew he had a bit of a temper when sleeping."

Although He Sui was a returned student, he had never had the opportunity to come into contact with an existence of Empress Dowager Cixi's level. Listening to Yu Chen retell the story, He Sui was actually somewhat captivated. He couldn't help but ask, "Then what did the Empress Dowager say?"

"Brother He, take a guess," Yu Chen laughed.

He Sui thought for a while. "Since that person admitted he overslept, presumably the Empress Dowager scolded him?"

Yu Chen shook his head slightly and said with a smile, "I originally thought so too. But Governor Wang said the Empress Dowager not only didn't blame this famous singer but actually rewarded him with some things. The Empress Dowager said, 'Even small households know to follow rules. Rare, rare.'"

Hearing the undertones, after Yu Chen finished the story, He Sui's expression involuntarily turned quite ugly.
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The story about Cixi's appreciation for famous Peking Opera actors is true. Cixi didn't just appreciate them; to be precise, she appreciated them singing well. But what she appreciated even more was that the families of these famous actors knew better than to wake them up when they were sleeping. Even if it was for something as major as singing for Cixi, the family wouldn't dare wake an actor who was clearly going to be late.

Wang Youhong told this story to Yu Chen to tell him that even a person of Cixi's supreme status could tolerate mistakes, but she would never be polite about failures to observe the rules set by a superior. Cixi was first and foremost a defender of the order of "distinction between superiors and inferiors," and Wang Youhong, who respected Cixi greatly, was also a defender of this order.

Hearing Yu Chen's extremely unreserved warning, He Sui was quite annoyed. In this era, actors, even famous Peking Opera stars, were considered low-class. He Sui was a dignified Jiangsu Assemblyman, a graduate of a British law school, and a famous member of the gentry in Wuxi. His family owned hundreds of mu of land, and they had factories and shops in both Wuxi and Nanjing. To be compared to an actor was a humiliation that made He Sui's face turn red, and then a bit purple.

However, it didn't take long for He Sui to give a hearty laugh, and his complexion quickly returned to normal. "Director Yu, this story is really interesting."

Yu Chen hadn't expected He Sui's self-control to reach this level. To recover his reason so quickly in the face of such rude remarks was impressive. He asked, "Assemblyman He, where do you find it interesting?"

He Sui almost blurted out: *If Cixi was so respectful of rules and so noble, how did she die after reading just one manifesto from Chen Ke?* But He Sui held back. It was common knowledge that Wang Youhong was afraid of the People's Party. The People's Party had recently caused Wang Youhong's plan to take a concubine to vanish into thin air with just a letter. Skillfully hinting at this topic would certainly not please Yu Chen, Wang Youhong's running dog. As the saying goes, before you beat a dog, you have to look at who its master is. Now that the master had been beaten, how could the dog feel any pride? But He Sui and his group were preparing to use the power of the People's Party to pressure Wang Youhong. Getting a moment of satisfaction now might alert the enemy.

So He Sui just smiled. "I just find it interesting. If you really ask me to say where it's interesting, I can't quite put it into words."

Yu Chen knew the meaning behind He Sui's words, and he smiled too. "Assemblyman He, for someone as rule-abiding as Empress Dowager Cixi, she still couldn't win against the People's Party who didn't follow the rules. I just remembered it and mentioned it casually. I only heard it from Governor Wang."

Since Yu Chen was this smart, He Sui didn't want to say anything more. But he suddenly felt something was off. Yu Chen's words were inconsistent. First, he talked about rules, and then he hinted that Wang Youhong actually had his own weaknesses. After carefully savoring the flavor, the faint mockery in He Sui's expression disappeared completely. He said seriously, "Director Yu, since Governor Wang is a rule-abiding person, we want to discuss this tax issue through the rules established by Governor Wang. Director Yu, you are Governor Wang's trusted aide, so I presume you can give me some pointers."

Hearing He Sui say this, although it fell far short of Yu Chen's expected standard, it barely passed. Yu Chen's intention was never to mock He Sui; mocking He Sui was meaningless. But Yu Chen had to speak this way. If He Sui wasn't smart enough, Yu Chen would absolutely not dare to cooperate with him in the slightest. Wang Youhong was not only a dictator to the Jiangsu Assembly but also a dictator to his subordinates. If He Sui wasn't smart enough, or simply harbored thoughts of confrontation, Yu Chen would absolutely not dare to have any dealings with him. What capabilities the Jiangsu Assembly actually had remained to be seen. But for the sake of maintaining the power he had so hard-won, Wang Youhong would not be polite about any "betrayal" by his subordinates. Yu Chen had no need to sacrifice his own interests.

Even though He Sui seemed to have understood the implication, Yu Chen still dared not let his guard down. He answered lightly, "Assemblyman He, Governor Wang said, 'Propertied classes, unite.' Since we are to unite, we must cooperate in good faith. Don't you agree?"

Hearing these seemingly light words, He Sui already had some ideas. "Then, Director Yu, if we show sincerity that Governor Wang can believe in, when Governor Wang asks Director Yu for a plan, we will still need Director Yu to put in a good word for us."

Yu Chen smiled faintly. "I was promoted by Governor Wang. In such matters, I naturally follow Governor Wang's lead. I resolutely support anything that benefits Governor Wang."

At this point, He Sui roughly understood Yu Chen's position and thoughts. Saying more on this issue would be useless, so He Sui rose to take his leave. Yu Chen didn't see him out; the two bid farewell in the room, and He Sui walked out of the Police Department gate by himself.

That evening, the Jiangsu Citizens Party held a meeting, and the intelligence collected turned out to be quite optimistic. All the high officials visited, either openly or secretly, supported the establishment of the Silk Company. Some with less depth even directly asked what the Silk Company planned regarding tax arrangements.

He Sui also recounted his conversation with Yu Chen today, including that "nondescript" analogy. Xie Siji gave a cold laugh. "This Yu Chen really knows how to talk."

"How so?" Li Yaoguang asked curiously.

Xie Siji sneered, "Yu Chen wasn't comparing us to actors at all; he was using Cixi to compare to Wang Youhong. And he still tries to play the good guy? We know perfectly well what kind of virtue Wang Youhong has."

Li Yaoguang pondered for a good while before nodding in sudden realization. He Sui had roughly figured out this key point during the day, but hearing Xie Siji say it, he felt a strong sense of jealousy. Xie Siji was indeed smart; he could understand the key point just by listening, while he himself lacked such sharpness.

"But this guy Yu Chen is cunning enough. He said it without really saying it. If we can persuade Wang Youhong, would he dare to put stumbling blocks in our way? An actor... Yu Chen is the real actor in front of Wang Youhong." At this point, Xie Siji couldn't help but laugh out loud. "Yu Chen's analogy is truly excellent, truly vivid."

As He Sui savored Xie Siji's words, his final doubts cleared up. Originally, He Sui thought Yu Chen was comparing the Citizens Party to actors, but he didn't expect Yu Chen was comparing himself to an actor. Understanding this, the bit of resentment he had towards Yu Chen vanished instantly. He couldn't help but wipe his face with his hand and smiled bitterly. "Brother Xie, you see it thoroughly. It seems I offended Yu Chen today."

"Eh, Brother He, Yu Chen is very cunning; you can't offend him. He started as a military judge, which is an offending job to begin with, yet he was never seen bending the law for personal gain. There are plenty of people who want his life, but Yu Chen is not only fine, he's rising rapidly. Do you think this is purely luck? If Yu Chen didn't understand Wang Youhong's mind and the interests of all parties, the grass on his grave would be tall by now. Such a person wouldn't care what others say at all."

"Then what do we do next?" Li Yaoguang interjected.

"Since we haven't visited Sun Renli, who manages the Tax Police, looking at it now, we might as well go visit him. Say whatever needs to be said and see what Sun Renli actually thinks," Xie Siji said.

The next day, when He Sui visited Sun Renli, he followed Xie Siji's instructions and went straight to the point about tax collection. Sun Renli, as expected, showed no signs of displeasure. He laughed heartily. "Brother He, I've been waiting for you to talk to me about this."

Sun Renli was only thirty-one this year, but he was three or four years older than He Sui and the others, so he didn't feel it was inappropriate to speak in the tone of an elder brother. He Sui dared not underestimate Sun Renli. When Wang Youhong was a Qing official, he hated revolutionaries with a passion. In Wang Youhong's eyes, students like He Sui were revolutionaries whose heads should be chopped off and hung on the Nanjing city gates. But this Sun Renli was a genuine graduate of a Japanese Army Academy. And Wang Youhong trusted him implicitly. It could be said that Sun Renli was absolutely Wang Youhong's confidant.

He Sui was very surprised that Sun Renli spoke so directly. "Director Sun, you must know that we really want to reduce this tax."

"Haha," Sun Renli couldn't help laughing at He Sui's words. "Brother He, if you supported a tax increase, I would find it strange. It's only right that you want to reduce taxes."

"Brother Sun, as the Director of the Tax Police, if you say you want to collect less tax, I won't believe it either," He Sui replied.

"Reducing taxes doesn't equal collecting less tax." Sun Renli stopped smiling. "That depends on whose hands the tax actually ends up in. If it doesn't end up in my hands, then no matter how much tax you pay, I don't feel it's of any use."

This remark was extremely interesting. He Sui didn't want to misunderstand it like he had with Yu Chen. After thinking for a while, he said, "Director Sun, does Governor Wang intend to rectify the tax collectors within the tax system?"

"Brother He is indeed smart." Sun Renli nodded with satisfaction.

He Sui dared not respond; he wasn't really a government man. The reason the main cadres of the Citizens Party could unite wasn't just because their families had significant investments in the silk industry, nor just because these young men were all returned students. As the saying goes, 'downy lips make for thoughtless slips'—for a group of young men under thirty to come out, there must be family support behind them. The major families of the Citizens Party all had one characteristic: although they hadn't let family members join the Revolutionary Party, they had all given money to support the Tongmenghui or the Restoration Society. If not for this background, how could the clan patriarchs let their own children work with children from other families?

These gentry families also had a fairly deep understanding of Jiangsu officialdom, at least before Wang Youhong took power in Jiangsu. The so-called 'officials and clerks'—'officials' naturally referred to the appointed officials, while 'clerks' included a large group of deeply entrench forces in the local areas, including tax collectors. Compared to this localized force, the officials sent by the court were actually outsiders. Wang Youhong rose through military merit. A few years ago, because the revolutionaries had infiltrated the New Army deeply, Duan Fang, then Viceroy of Liangjiang, could only rely on a group of Green Standard Army troops controlled by Wang Youhong to maintain order. Since the government had no money, and Wang Youhong's subordinates couldn't live on air, this unit took over Nanjing's tax collection. They transformed from pure Green Standard troops into "Tax Police." This also caused considerable conflict between Wang Youhong and the traditional tax collectors.

If He Sui didn't misunderstand, Sun Renli's words implied one thing: Wang Youhong, or at least Sun Renli, intended to thoroughly control the Jiangsu tax system and purge the old tax collectors.

Looking at the smiling Sun Renli, He Sui wanted to force a smile but couldn't. Jiangsu was wealthy and had a high proportion of owner-farmers. Big families controlled the local areas through clans and had immense influence at the grassroots level, including over tax collectors. Sun Renli spoke well about unifying tax collection, but the result of this unified tax collection would be a massive increase in Wang Youhong's ability to control the local areas.

Leaving aside how things would develop in the future, right now, the ones shouting for a change in tax collection were the Citizens Party. The ones demanding the establishment of a Silk Company were also the Citizens Party. He Sui was smart; he suddenly realized that while Wang Youhong seemed stubborn, he might not actually be so. Perhaps Wang Youhong had planned this long ago; his goal was to rectify the government's internal structure but suffered from a lack of excuse. The Citizens Party's tossing about gave Wang Youhong the best excuse. And while the old Jiangsu government system would certainly resent Wang Youhong, they would definitely also resent Assemblymen like He Sui.

Sun Renli didn't give He Sui time to ponder deeply. He laughed, "Brother He, the people down below just love to treat a chicken feather as a warrant arrow. If the top increases the tax by one wen, the bottom can collect ten wen from you. I've always felt that you brothers in the Citizens Party have responsibility and spirit. Since you've asked at my door today, I might as well tell you the truth. You can go ahead and form this Silk Company with peace of mind, and propose the resolution in the Assembly. This Jiangsu tax collection system ought to be changed too."

He Sui's mind was in chaos. Could Sun Renli's attitude represent Wang Youhong's will? If it could, it meant the Citizens Party's judgment of the situation was wrong from the root. This was a massive strategic error. No matter how exquisite the Citizens Party's tactics were, a mistake in strategy made them look like jumping clowns.

Barely composing himself, He Sui said, "Brother Sun, is Governor Wang just watching us toss about in the Assembly? If he had explained this to us earlier, wouldn't it have saved too much trouble?"

"If Governor Wang had said it earlier, I'm afraid you would have had wild thoughts. Moreover, the formation of the Silk Company can only be organized by you yourselves. If the government organized it, would you trust the government?" Sun Renli couldn't help laughing after he finished.

He Sui felt this laughter was particularly piercing; he had clearly been played. He gave a dry laugh but didn't know how to answer.

Sun Renli didn't mind these things. He continued to answer with a smile, "Brother He, knowing this now, I think you still might not believe Governor Wang genuinely wants to support your Silk Company. You might as well properly work out the articles of association. If you have ideas about tax collection, you might as well make a plan too. Then it will be easier for everyone to talk."

He Sui didn't know how he left Sun Renli. His mind was in chaos; the magnitude of the change in the situation was almost unacceptable. Until the Citizens Party cadre meeting, He Sui hadn't completely sorted this out.

Not just He Sui, but the main cadres of the Citizens Party were also greatly shocked after hearing what He Sui had to say. The feeling of being calculated against was truly terrible, especially since everyone had done so much useless work for this, even wanting to use the People's Party's power. Looking at it now, it was simply a humiliation.

Xie Siji was silent for a while before finally speaking. He asked Li Yaoguang, "What did the People's Party say about their bank in the end?"

Li Yaoguang didn't expect Xie Siji to bring this up. He was momentarily confused. After recalling for a good while, he answered, "The People's Party talked about the benefits of the bank, hoping our book transactions would be completed through their bank. For example, if we spend money to buy the People's Party's things, we give the money directly to the People's Party's bank in Nanjing, and we can take a check or something to pick up goods in the People's Party's territory. When they buy our things, they don't pay with real gold and silver either, but operate through bank accounts or something. Anyway, what they said was cloudy and misty; I didn't understand it too well either."

Listening to this, Xie Siji's brows had unknowingly knit together tightly. "Brother He, did Sun Renli mention banks?" Xie Siji asked.

He Sui was a graduate of a British law school after all. Hearing Xie Siji's words, he remembered that Sun Renli had indeed mentioned a few sentences. "Sun Renli indeed said a few words."

Hearing this clear answer, Xie Siji couldn't help but sigh. "Although I don't know exactly what charter Wang Youhong and the People's Party's bank have, we are a step too slow. Both sides are definitely going to do something with the banks."

"Uh?" Li Yaoguang was confused by this seemingly headless and tailless remark.



★


Dividing Territory and Quotas Part 17

Volume 4 - Chapter 164

❧ ❧ ❧


# Chapter 162: Dividing Territory and Quotas (Part 17)

He Sui had heard the phrase "repeated defeats," and he had also heard of Zeng Guofan's famous twist, "repeatedly fighting despite repeated defeats." However, when he actually encountered such a person, he felt not a shred of admiration or emotion.

After learning that the Citizens Party had been outmaneuvered, Xie Siji did not fly into a rage out of humiliation, nor did he become dispirited. Instead, he said to He Sui, "Brother He, you studied in England, so you must know something about banking. Both the People's Party and Wang Youhong have plans in this area, so we must also strive to catch up."

Hearing this, He Sui's first thought was whether Xie Siji had gone mad. They had given the People's Party three hundred taels of gold—a sum not too large but certainly not small—and it was essentially money thrown into the water. Yet, listening to Xie Siji, it seemed he had no intention of giving up. Even though the People's Party and Wang Youhong were far ahead, Xie Siji was actually preparing to catch up.

Xie Siji might have had the drive, but He Sui could not muster any spirit at all. He had studied banking knowledge, and precisely because he had studied it, he knew just how complex the banking industry was. Opening a few money houses in major cities to take deposits and issue loans wasn't anything rare in China. But to make banking big, or even just to maintain it, required too many things. Leaving aside everything else, just the question of what currency the bank would operate in was a huge problem in itself.

He Sui forced himself to say, "Brother Xie, banking involves too much; this isn't a business we can handle."

"If we can't handle the whole thing, we can at least handle a part of it," Xie Siji replied crisply.

He Sui continued to persuade him, "To do a part of it, we need to choose a partner."

"Then we'll send someone to talk to the People's Party, and here in Jiangsu, we'll continue to talk to Wang Youhong," Xie Siji remained full of energy.

He Sui closed his eyes to calm himself, then opened them and said, "But we've already been calculated against. Who knows how many more pits these people have dug ahead..."

"Since we've already been calculated against, we can't just let go now," Xie Siji's expression held an indescribable tenacity.

"We've only lost a bit of money now. If we keep crashing forward, I'm afraid something bad will happen," He Sui completely opposed Xie Siji's approach. Having suffered such a blow, all He Sui wanted now was to go home, bury his head in sleep without anyone disturbing him, and ignore whatever was happening outside. Facing Xie Siji's serious expression and sharp gaze, He Sui felt only a strong sense of revulsion. He had originally thought Xie Siji was capable, which was why he supported him. Judging from the current results, He Sui had to admit he had misjudged the man.

However, Xie Siji seemed not to notice He Sui's look of disgust or his sour expression. He continued, "Brother He, the reason we are doing this is not just for that little bit of money. If it were just for money, even without tax reform, it would just be a matter of earning a little more or a little less. We are doing this so that others won't continue to sit on our heads and tyrannize us. So many councilors and comrades in the Citizens Party all have this intention. We are citizens, we are councilors, we are not Wang Youhong's slaves."

He Sui felt absolutely no resonance with such inflammatory words. He forced out a response, "Brother Xie, my mind is in a mess right now. If there is anything else, let's talk about it in a few days."

"Alright, everyone is tired today. Let's gather again tomorrow," Xie Siji replied.

"I'm afraid tomorrow won't work. I think we should just wait until after the New Year to discuss this," He Sui replied disheartenedly.

"...Very well. We'll talk after the New Year," Xie Siji did not push him.

"Then I'll head back first," He Sui said and stood up. No one stopped him. He Sui walked out of the courtyard on heavy legs. It was cold outside. He Sui felt his confused brain clear up a bit, but the heavy burden on his heart only grew heavier.

Among the children of the He family, He Sui had the highest education and the most learning, yet he was also counted as the "most useless." After the family spent so much money sending him to study overseas, He Sui had not become a pillar of the He family upon his return. Like other clans, the He family had comprehensive plans for their children. Some to study and become officials, some to stay and guard the home, some to expand business in the cities—every child of the He family was expected to contribute. And He Sui was undoubtedly an "unqualified child" within the family.

After seeing the outside world, He Sui's feeling toward China could be summed up in one word: "backward." The railways connecting cities in England, the factory chimneys belching black smoke everywhere in the cities, and the giant steamships navigating between ports. When talking about England, He Sui could "combine theory with practice," but this was, after all, England's "theory and practice," which was completely inapplicable in China. The He family had cultivated He Sui to serve the family, not to raise a storyteller who could only describe "Western scenery."

Several industrial opportunities had been given to He Sui, but either he couldn't handle them or he felt they were beneath him. In short, none lasted long. He Sui's biological uncle was the clan leader, and the family had to give him some face, so they pushed He Sui into the position of councilor. Ideally, since He Sui had seen the world, being a councilor was something he should be able to handle. From another perspective, if He Sui messed up this assignment too, he would never have another chance in the He family.

Although He Sui had many shortcomings, he was not stupid. It was precisely because he could see through these things that he threw himself into the career of a councilor with a gamble-like mentality. He participated in the formation of the Citizens Party with great enthusiasm and effort, plotting the Silk Company with Xie Siji and others, attempting to change Jiangsu's tax system. He Sui firmly believed that if he could accomplish these things, the "trap" of being a councilor could become his best ladder for advancement.

Until he discovered he had been played by Wang Youhong, He Sui had firmly believed this.

The winter night wind was very cold, even in Jiangnan. The moisture-laden air felt bone-chillingly cold, reminding He Sui of London's winters. It was that same irresistible damp cold. He Sui felt a sense of utter despair. Regardless of what Xie Siji thought, He Sui had to first secure the family's interests, and it had to be hard currency. Because He Sui had boasted to the family that this Silk Company would definitely allow the He family to make a huge profit in the near future.

Once tax reform started, it would absolutely not be something that could be settled in a day or two. He Sui's boast had already popped. The closer he got to his own house, the more fearful He Sui felt. Suddenly, his legs went soft, and he stumbled. He felt a sharp pain in his ankle and nearly couldn't stand. Whether due to the pain or his mood, He Sui suddenly found his face covered in tears. He had only one thought in his mind: since returning from England more than four years ago, having spent over ten thousand taels of the family's silver, he had not added a single penny of income to the He family. How was he going to explain this to the clan?

"He Sui won't have any trouble, will he?" Just as He Sui was sobbing quietly in the darkness, Xie Siji broke the silence in the room.

No one answered. Even the young men remaining in the room wore grave expressions. Originally, everyone thought Wang Youhong would adopt a conservative strategy regarding taxes, so the Citizens Party could become the temporary leader in the assembly. But since Wang Youhong had made preparations long ago, the Citizens Party's plan would not work. Councilors were very practical people; in the face of interests, they would definitely defect to the strongest side.

Xie Siji looked around at his comrades and sneered, " The sky hasn't fallen. No matter how powerful Wang Youhong is, he can't truly intervene in the silk business. What is everyone afraid of? You all think this matter has been botched, but I think we've actually done quite well."

Li Yaoguang was puzzled by Xie Siji's confidence. "Brother Xie, how so? The Silk Company hasn't even taken shape yet. If those councilors know Wang Youhong is willing to reform the tax system, they will definitely listen to him. At that time..."

"So what if they listen to Wang Youhong? Who did the People's Party listen to? Aren't they flourishing all the same?" Xie Siji wore an expression of frustration at their lack of ambition. "Aren't the people dealing in raw silk still the locals? What does Wang Youhong have to do with the Silk Company?"

"If Wang Youhong intervenes in this matter, my family has made it clear: no matter what, the factories cannot be joint government-merchant operations," Li Yaoguang laid out the Li family's condition.

Several other cadres also chimed in, "Our families said the same. If Wang Youhong intervenes, the family will absolutely not agree."

The families of these cadres did not trust Wang Youhong, which was the reason they could band together. However, these families also would not agree to gamble with their family's fate. Offending Wang Youhong right now would yield no benefits at all.

Xie Siji replied, "You are afraid Wang Youhong will intervene, but Wang Youhong is probably afraid to intervene. We don't want chaos, but does Wang Youhong want chaos? How was Northern Jiangsu lost? Wasn't it because Northern Jiangsu fell into chaos due to the floods, and the People's Party immediately intervened? Now, if he drives the gentry of Southern Jiangsu to rebellion, how can Wang Youhong stay secure? It's a case of 'a hemp stalk hitting a wolf—both sides are afraid.' How does Wang Youhong hold all the advantages?"

Even though Xie Siji made sense, Li Yaoguang was not prepared to agree as usual. He threw caution to the wind and said, "Back then, we told everyone clearly that the taxes for this Silk Company would be at most 35%, and the family land wouldn't be taxed. Now that Wang Youhong is prepared, do you think this can still be honored, Brother Xie?"

What Li Yaoguang mentioned was the demand of the Citizens Party's supporters. After seeing the 30% tax rate in the People's Party base areas, these councilors' tolerance for the heavy taxes they bore had reached its limit. Everyone wanted to demand tax cuts, but no one was willing to take the lead. Xie Siji had seized this opportunity to gain the support of a considerable number of people.

"Brother Xie, everyone is eagerly waiting for the result. We once thought Wang Youhong would stick to the old tax system, and as long as we took the lead and made a fuss in the assembly, Wang Youhong would definitely not dare to move against all the councilors in Jiangsu. Now that the situation has turned out like this, what do we do?"

Xie Siji looked at Li Yaoguang with a strange expression and asked, "What exactly are you worried about?"

"I'm worried Wang Youhong will kill the chicken to scare the monkey using our families," Li Yaoguang finally spoke his mind. "He'll find an excuse to deal with our families, and then give the other councilors the 35% tax rate. Do you think those people would disagree? Then Wang Youhong can do whatever he wants in the assembly."

"Heh heh," Xie Siji sneered. "If Wang Youhong wanted to do that, he absolutely would not reform the tax system. And everyone has seen how the People's Party manages sericulture. Even if Wang Youhong subdues the other councilors, can he operate the Silk Company? If no one takes the lead, the entire silk industry in Jiangsu will be finished. The People's Party only signed a three-year sales contract with Jiangsu—haven't you all figured out why?"

"Why?" Li Yaoguang asked subconsciously.

"I think the People's Party believes we won't last three years." Xie Siji sneered again, but due to some inexplicable emotional fluctuation, his sneer suddenly turned into loud laughter, and he laughed for a long time.

Actually, Xie Siji wanted to stop laughing, but the thought that this group of councilors and the families behind them couldn't read the situation at all, couldn't figure out the key to the current deadlock, filled him with despair. Thinking of their stupidity—as if they were completely unaware that the total bankruptcy of Jiangsu's silk industry was right before their eyes—this despair unexpectedly fueled Xie Siji's laughter. He continued to laugh loudly, his voice rising and falling, as if he were possessed.
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In the darkness, He Sui returned home with extreme reluctance. As soon as he entered the main room, he saw the person he least wanted to see. The current head of the He clan, He Sui's eldest uncle, He Junhong, was sitting inside. He Sui's father, He Junru, was sitting beside him.

"Uncle," He Sui stepped forward and paid his respects.

Gesturing for He Sui to sit, He Junhong asked straightforwardly, "Is there any progress on the Silk Company matter recently?"

Although he knew this day would come, He Sui hadn't expected to be forced to account to the clan patriarch so soon. Making up lies was pointless; He Sui knew the shrewdness of his uncle and father, so he simply recounted the events.

He Junhong and He Junru didn't interrupt He Sui. The two occasionally exchanged glances or frowned slightly. From beginning to end, He Sui was the only one speaking in the room. After explaining how the Citizens Party thought they could seize the initiative but were ambushed by Wang Youhong, He Sui said with a flushed face, "Uncle, we miscalculated this time."

He Junru didn't react to He Sui's words. He thought for a while and said, "You go out first; I have something to discuss with your father."

Whether it was being scolded or reprimanded, He Sui was mentally prepared. He never expected the result would be being kicked out directly. Disheartened and dejected, He Sui went out. Back in his room, he was restless. He reflected on these events, feeling that he had done his best, yet it seemed every link and every step was insufficient. Thoughts churned in his mind, but he couldn't find the key. He Sui felt as uncomfortable as if he were in a furnace.

After an unknown amount of time, the sound of a door opening came from outside. He Sui heard his uncle and father walk out of the main hall to the gate, say something in low voices, and then his uncle left. Without waiting for his father to come find him, He Sui stepped out the door.

He Junru was startled by He Sui's figure. He asked strangely, "It's so late, why aren't you asleep yet?"

"Dad, I can't sleep." He Sui had a thousand words in his heart, but only choked out this one sentence.

He Junru suddenly laughed, "Let's go to your room to talk."

As soon as they sat down, He Sui spoke first, "Dad, I didn't accomplish this matter. I... I failed you."

"What do you mean by 'didn't accomplish'?" He Junru yawned as he spoke.

"I said there would be results before the New Year, and this matter would definitely increase the family's income significantly."

He Junru chuckled helplessly, "I say, Ah Sui, did you think your uncle and I believed what you said back then?"

Hearing this, He Sui felt cold all over. If He Junru had pointed at him and cursed, or even beaten him soundly, He Sui wouldn't have felt this bad. If no one believes a person's words, it's equivalent to being sentenced to death.

"Ah Sui, when it comes to judging people, your uncle is more accurate than I am. I think you have high standards but low ability; you feel your talents are wasted no matter what you do. Your grandfather became a Daotai back in the day, but your uncle and I started by following your second grandfather, running businesses and keeping books, building it up bit by bit. Speaking of which, our family's foundation was built by your second grandfather staying in the countryside. Your great-grandfather handed this family business to your second grandfather, and we didn't realize your great-grandfather made the right choice until we took over from your second grandfather. Thinking back now, we truly feel your great-grandfather had vision."

The history of the He family business wasn't easy. Originally, the He family wasn't a major household. During the Taiping Rebellion, Jiangsu was decimated, with nine out of ten houses empty. The He family took that opportunity to rise. He Sui wasn't too clear on this history.

Of course, He Junru didn't intend to recount the family history in detail. He continued, "You have that bit of cleverness, feeling your talent is wasted on anything you do. I originally had no solution. But your uncle thought you could be this assemblyman. So I listened to his arrangement."

He Sui didn't know what his father He Junru meant. He said somewhat timidly, "Dad, I wanted to open a path for our family business. If we can handle the raw silk well now, we will definitely make a big profit."

"Right. Your uncle said that you have seen the world after all, and a person like you has great ambition. We came from doing practical work, so we really don't have your vision in these matters. Looking at it now, you're doing quite well."

"...In what way is it 'quite well'?" He Sui couldn't understand what his father was referring to.

"Ah Sui, I know you want to get rich overnight. Put bluntly, you haven't seen money. You don't even frown when asking to spend a few hundred taels. But when it looks like there's a profit of hundreds of thousands or millions, you dare to think about it and dare to poke that hornet's nest. Why is it that when success is in sight, you panic?"

"Ah?" He Sui was confused by the lecture.

"Do you really think this bullshit assembly can deal with Wang Youhong?" He Junru asked.

"I think it can't now, but it will be able to later. After all, the MPs in the British Parliament have great power. The MPs in other powers' parliaments are also very formidable."

"Hehe!" He Junru sneered, "I originally thought you were just daydreaming, but your uncle thought what you said made sense. Now that Wang Youhong is preparing to use you, why are you daydreaming again?"

Wang Youhong is preparing to use me? He Sui hadn't completely ruled out this possibility. But he always felt this thought was a bit wishful. What He Sui wanted was the power for the assembly to control taxation, not for Wang Youhong to dominate alone as he did now. The current situation was far from this goal.

Looking at He Sui's conflicted expression, He Junru said, "Ah Sui, I'll just tell you straight. You are not material for making money. Don't expect to have any promise in making money. If you want to listen to your dad, then go see Wang Youhong tomorrow. Tell him you can organize this Silk Company, and you are willing to come forward to organize it. Then whatever Wang Youhong asks you to do, you might as well do it. Your uncle and I will make decisions regarding family matters; you don't need to worry so much."

He Sui was completely unprepared for these words. Tongue-tied and unsure what to say, he saw Shen Junru yawn again, "It's late, I'm going to sleep. What I just said isn't just my meaning, it's also your uncle's meaning. You should hurry and sleep too."

Sending his father Shen Junru out, although He Sui hadn't completely clarified what exactly his father's attitude was, he felt the pressure in his heart diminish instantly. He intended to lie on the bed to rest, but unknowingly fell asleep.

The next morning, while eating breakfast together, He Sui couldn't help but observe his father's expression carefully, but saw that Shen Junru's expression was no different from usual. He ate with the same focus as always, and after eating, He Junru got up as usual, looking like he was going to their family's factory.

roughly determining that his father was truly not angry, He Sui gradually regained his confidence. He quickly got up, packed his clothes, and then rushed to the Citizens Party headquarters.

Several other cadres had already arrived, and the young people sat together. Xie Siji said, "I prepare to speak clearly with Wang Youhong. Our Citizens Party will come forward to organize the Silk Company. Let Wang Youhong name a price."

Hearing this, He Sui couldn't help blinking several times in succession. Had Xie Siji discussed this with his uncle and father? This thought churned in He Sui's brain. How could what the two said be almost exactly the same?

Xie Siji only glanced at He Sui once before continuing, "We also know the situation of the People's Party, and Governor Wang is also very clear. Although the current situation isn't as difficult as it was more than a year ago, I'm afraid this situation won't last long."

Hearing this, He Sui couldn't help asking, "Brother Xie, will things really be so?"

Xie Siji said seriously, "I think things will definitely become like that in the future, and now is not the time to discuss this at all. We must make Wang Youhong believe that things will definitely be so in the future. Since our families are all in this raw silk business, and we are all international students—Brother He even returned from England—we are the most suitable candidates to deal with the foreign devils. If we want Jiangsu's silk business to survive, this Silk Company must be handed over to us to run."

This attitude of asking openly made He Sui feel extremely unaccustomed. He asked, "What if Wang Youhong doesn't believe it?"

"He will definitely believe it. If he doesn't believe it, he will be even more likely to hand this over to us." There was a bit of unhappiness in Xie Siji's voice, "Brother He, the situation is so chaotic now. Since Wang Youhong has already seen that the situation is wrong and wants to find a solution, he can only find us. Those subordinates of his might be able to lead troops to fight, though actually, they aren't good at fighting either. As for managing silk, they are even more incompetent. As long as we can explain the matter clearly at this time, Wang Youhong can only ask us to handle this matter."

"But Wang Youhong won't really hand over the great power to us." He Sui now wanted to prove his ability to his family the most, so he couldn't help but voice the matter he was most concerned about.

Xie Siji looked at He Sui, as if wanting to fully understand He Sui's thoughts. He Sui felt a bit guilty at heart and subconsciously bit his lip lightly. But he saw Xie Siji's expression quickly change from slightly doubtful to determined. Xie Siji said loudly, "Letting us do this thing is handing the power to us. We can naturally explain to him what power we want. Moreover, how long has Wang Youhong held this Jiangsu Governorship? We voted for him as MPs so he could hold the title of Jiangsu Governor. Brother He, why do you take this too seriously? Whether this Silk Company can be operated well is the key. If we still can't get Jiangsu's silk industry up and running after we organize the Silk Company, then we really have no hope left!"

The other cadres nodded slightly upon hearing this. Xie Siji moved his gaze away from He Sui, "Brothers of various families, fellow MPs, are we fighting for this power? Yes, we are fighting for this power. But we are fighting for this power to handle the silk industry matters well. It is not for anything else. As long as we are not wrong on this point, Wang Youhong will definitely be able to believe us."

Having finished saying this, Xie Siji scanned the other few people, "If everyone has nothing else to say, let's discuss this charter properly."
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With the Spring Festival approaching, the People's Party leadership cadres were all prepared to go down to the grassroots level to offer condolences, which had become a custom in the base areas. In the New China that Chen Ke grew up in, this was a perfectly normal occurrence. The more significant the holiday, the more important it was for leaders to go to the workers on the front lines to deliver warmth. Although there was a lot of formalism involved, Chen Ke believed this was a form of formalism that needed to be maintained.

Moreover, there was indeed a substantive need for "delivering warmth" recently. After the large-scale conscription began in the base areas, a mandatory rule of cross-region enlistment was adopted. For example, soldiers from Anhui could not serve in Anhui but were dispersed to the other three provinces of the base area. The same applied to the other three provinces. Chen Ke couldn't run around to the other three base areas, so since he was in Huaihai Province, he went to the garrison in Xuzhou to offer his condolences.

Although there were still three days until the Spring Festival, Xuzhou city was very quiet. He Ying was helping Chen Ke tidy up his military uniform, and Chen Ke's daughter, Chen Qianru, was also holding a brand-new brown feather duster, helping her old dad brush his clothes. In fact, the little one didn't know how to use this thing at all. She was just imitating her mother, holding the duster with both hands and rubbing it vigorously against her dad's trousers as if she were scraping putty.

Chen Ke let his daughter play. He Ying pointed at the seam of Chen Ke's trousers and said, "Darling, use the brush to brush down along this seam from top to bottom."

"Okay," Chen Qianru answered in a tender, childish voice. Then, with the unique mixture of excitement and focus that children have, she began to wave the brown brush.

He Ying had once scolded the little one for messing around, but was privately "counseled" by Chen Ke. Chen Ke's attitude was clear: "You can tell her specifically how to do it, but you can't scold her. Our daughter is also trying to learn to work."

He Ying reserved her opinion on Chen Ke's attitude but didn't argue with him. She still admired Chen Ke's knowledge. Since Chen Ke always kept this family in his heart—doing housework and taking care of the child every time he came home, and caring deeply about He Ying's life—although his methods were sometimes a bit "embarrassing." For example, the specialized cotton pads Chen Ke made for He Ying's monthly affair, and the many unheard-of private issues regarding female intimate hygiene he explained to her.

He Ying was truly ashamed and annoyed at the time. A grown man, a hero in such a high position with heavy troops in hand, why was he studying women's issues when he had nothing else to do? This was no longer just a simple matter of being a hooligan; it was something inexplicable.

Chen Ke's answer was simple. "After you dissect a human, you can see that the body's organizational structure is just like that. It has nothing to do with being shy or not. As materialists, you have to admit that this is a factual existence. It is a science. We want to learn science and speak science, with the aim of making our lives more comfortable and convenient."

Although the sanitary pads were indeed convenient and considerate to use, He Ying still couldn't accept Chen Ke's "scope of knowledge." After a spousal quarrel, Chen Ke took He Ying on a tour of the medical school's specimen room without a second word. That time, He Ying was terrified. Chen Ke acted as if nothing was wrong, lecturing extensively on human tissue structures and the functions of each structure in front of specimens and images. This "scientific" attitude made He Ying no longer think Chen Ke was a big pervert; for a long time, it made her feel that Chen Ke was a cold-blooded monster who killed without blinking.

It wasn't until He Ying discovered that during the time she temporarily stopped working to have the child, sanitary pads had been popularized among the female cadres within the base area, and they had accepted a lot of physiological education, that she let the matter go. At least it was her husband Chen Ke who explained these things to her. According to the experiences recounted by several female cadres He Ying was familiar with, when the vast number of female cadres visited the specimen room, it was cold female military doctors wearing white masks who were responsible for explaining this physiological and hygiene knowledge.

"So you won't be coming back for the New Year," He Ying said after finishing tidying Chen Ke's clothes.

"I can't help it. I'll come back after the New Year," Chen Ke replied.

"But as soon as spring starts, you have to go out again." Although He Ying was always proud of her husband's status, she had known since childhood that it was indeed not easy for men who did great things to care for their families. She originally thought she could accept these things, but when she actually encountered them, she realized that often the pain in her heart was not reduced in the slightest by her understanding. If it was just to gain this so-called pride, the price of not being able to be together was a bit too high.

Chen Ke bent down and said to his daughter, "Darling, Daddy has to go out now. You have to stop for a moment."

"Okay," Chen Qianru answered with a milky smile.

"Darling, go into the room and finish your New Year's drawing first. Daddy and Mommy will hang your drawing on the wall in a while," Chen Ke smiled.

"Okay!" Hearing that her drawing could be hung on the wall, Chen Qianru responded and ran off to draw in a flash.

Chen Ke straightened up and adjusted his military cap, then said to He Ying, "Our girl will be almost ready for kindergarten after the New Year. I've sent people to look into it, and the atmosphere among the teachers in the kindergarten right now isn't quite right. We are rectifying it. When the time comes, our family must definitely take the lead in obeying the new atmosphere."

"What's wrong with the atmosphere in the kindergarten?" He Ying was very puzzled.

"Teachers think about whose child is whose, and that's wrong. People are all equal. Since we are in a new society, the education this child receives from a young age must also be equal. So in the kindergarten, teachers must focus on the children. There are only children, not 'so-and-so's child'." Chen Ke was quite unhappy when bringing this up.

"Why does our child have to be the same as everyone else's?" He Ying was somewhat unhappy.

"Privilege is a harmful thing. 'Pride brings loss, humility brings gain' has been said for thousands of years. If the teacher treats our daughter differently, and I feel that I have face, aren't we just a pair of bastards? Besides, what does my so-called status have to do with our daughter? Thousands of years ago, Confucius knew to earnestly admonish that 'a gentleman is not a vessel.' If a person solidifies themselves into a certain kind of existence and cannot adjust themselves according to the needs of society, that is already very bad. If she considers herself some kind of noble princess, I think that is harming our daughter. In the *Book of Changes*, the six lines of the Qian hexagram are either auspicious or beneficial. The ancestors taught us earnestly, and we must listen," Chen Ke said.

There were some things Chen Ke couldn't tell He Ying, specifically some records he had read. Years ago, after the Gang of Four was brought down, some guards, out of a "sense of justice," forced Jiang Qing's grandson to shout "Down with Jiang Qing." This kind of atrocity was something Chen Ke couldn't accept even when he was a major asshole back then. He could understand the pleasure derived from jealousy and from abusing the so-called "superiors." But Chen Ke himself absolutely could not accept it, and resolutely opposed this attitude and action.

Chen Ke always insisted on thoroughly defeating enemies. But for Chen Ke, this was a political issue, a public matter. In terms of private morality, Chen Ke absolutely did not accept the corruption of personal morality. I defeat you because we are enemies. However, even the victor has no right to insult the loser. In terms of political thought, Chen Ke fully inherited Chairman Mao's thinking, even if he knew his own ideas were perhaps too idealistic. Chen Ke also hoped that the people could become the ruling class. And Chen Ke firmly believed that the existence of a ruling class itself overcame many negative factors in human nature through education. This was not because the ruling class was naturally excellent, but because the ruling class first had to be masters of themselves and be able to control themselves.

Confucius once sighed, "Did the one who invented burial figures have no posterity?" Since Chen Ke persisted in the socialist people's revolution and had seen the evil consequences of the revolution not being thorough and failing to push the people's realm to that of the ruling class, Chen Ke believed he had to try his best to push the revolution to a higher level.

"It's not a son, it's a daughter. What's wrong with the teacher taking care of her a bit?" He Ying still couldn't accept Chen Ke's attitude.

"Now that men and women are equal, if our daughter wants to be a soldier later, it might not work. The army, specifically combat troops, naturally won't truly open up to women. But she can become an expert in other industries. For women to achieve equality in social status, they must first achieve equality in property rights. And equality in property rights is built on equality in labor opportunities. Women being able to support themselves without relying on men—this is true dignity, this is true equality. I hope our daughter can live with dignity in such an equal New China. That is why I rose up to make a revolution." As Chen Ke spoke, his voice couldn't help but get louder, though he kept it to a basic low volume out of consideration for his daughter in the inner room.

He Ying didn't want to argue with Chen Ke about this. Recently, the base area had started discussing the issue of "everyone is equal." He Ying knew that Chen Ke had spent a huge amount of effort on this matter. Regardless, whoever opposed Chen Ke, He Ying could not oppose him. She said patiently, "I know. If you want me to do something, just tell me when you come back."

Chen Ke also felt that discussing such political issues at home was really damaging to the relationship. He hugged He Ying and whispered in her ear, "I'm sorry, I've been very anxious recently and brought work emotions home. You are generous, don't take it to heart."

He Ying chuckled. Once Chen Ke softened, she didn't care what he had said. After all, Chen Ke was not only the supreme leader of the base area but also the head of the household. And as long as it didn't involve some principled things, He Ying had a lot of say. She wasn't blind; she could see that Chen Ke actually didn't agree with many of He Ying's handling of family affairs, but Chen Ke clumsily concealed his opposition. In words and to a certain extent in actions, he went against his original intentions and accepted He Ying's arrangements. Even if there were only these gestures, in areas where Chen Ke was in a clearly dominant position, He Ying was willing to support his attitude.

For example, regarding He Ying's five thousand taels of private money, Chen Ke never mentioned a word other than suggesting she deposit it in the bank. He Ying knew very well that this money was given to her father, He Ruming, by Yuan Shikai, and He Ruming took this money to give to He Ying as private money. But it was absolutely not Yuan Shikai expressing any goodwill towards He Ying. in Yuan Shikai's eyes, He Ying was nothing. Only when she was with Chen Ke did He Ying have the value for Yuan Shikai to express goodwill.

Chen Qianru's drawing was very cute, and could only be described as cute. Sun, grass, with Chen Qianru in the middle of Mom and Dad. She had drawn on the wall several times, and using colored crayons made Chen Qianru feel extremely excited. She had been drawing for several days and, under her parents' urging, finally finished it before Chen Ke went out.

Chen Ke pinned the drawing high on the wall with thumbtacks. Chen Qianru was quite satisfied with this. Although Daddy often went out, Chen Qianru really didn't want him to go. However, Chen Ke promised to take her to see the lantern festival after he came back, so she finally stood obediently beside her mother and waved goodbye to her father.

The first stop of the condolence visit was the Xuzhou Yunlong Lake construction site. Since the war ended last year, this project had started after the autumn harvest. At the Huaihai Provincial Committee meeting, Shang Yuan, Secretary of the Huaihai Provincial Committee, was responsible for ideological mobilization. The military aspect was naturally: "Water conservancy projects serve the contemporary era and benefit future generations. The people's soldiers are here to serve the people. We are working for the people in Xuzhou, building water conservancy for the people of Xuzhou. In the comrades' hometowns, comrades from other units are also working for their relatives in their hometowns, building water conservancy for the relatives of the comrades."

In terms of civil administration, Shang Yuan's attitude was more practical. "The so-called establishing prestige means making the people believe that we have the ability to do things. Excavating Yunlong Lake this time is first of all to benefit the people of Xuzhou. Once the rainy season comes in spring and summer, Xuzhou will never be flooded again. This is a tangible achievement. Moreover, if we say we can take root in Xuzhou, relying solely on military stationing is useless. If the people haven't eaten our grain or taken our money, will they believe we have the ability to take root here? Relying solely on the army, it is difficult for us to complete this project. We must have the participation of the masses."

The discussion went on for a while, but many cadres knew that excavating Yunlong Lake was Chen Ke's idea. Although everyone was a bit worried about the extent to which this project could be implemented, no one was willing to oppose Chen Ke. In the end, the plan was passed.

However, when the plan started, something surprised the comrades.

In the Battle of Qingdao, the People's Party captured many Germans. Including a group of engineers involved in Qingdao's urban construction. The People's Party made full use of them. The Germans were rigorous in their style and had far more experience in urban construction than the People's Party. Moreover, Europeans might fight to the death before deciding to surrender, but after being captured, they were very cooperative. The People's Party offered a certain price, an urban design fee of 200,000 taels. This group of engineers threw themselves into the work with a try-and-see attitude.

Different from what the base area imagined, what the German engineers designed first was not the city, but the water supply system. After the fall of the Roman Empire, Europeans had been sloppy for over a thousand years. A British King's mother-in-law once sat on the toilet eating and defecating at the same time, and Queen Elizabeth I of England, who took a bath once a month, was actually considered a person with a fetish for cleanliness. The German Junker bumpkins were even sloppier. German beer became famous because at that time, beer underwent processes like heating, which acted as sterilization. If one drank beer as a beverage, the incidence of infectious diseases could be reduced. So a certain Prussian King required the public not to drink water but to drink beer, and designed various standards for beer.

The French were the cultural and fashion center of Europe, and the urban sewer system they built became a model for Europe. After the French scientist Pasteur discovered the cause of infectious diseases, Europeans attached great importance to this aspect. In this period, China, which originally attached great importance to sewer systems, had retrogressed significantly in urban construction due to the Qing Dynasty's control.

The Germans were rigid and put a lot of thought into urban design. Plus, as captives, they had the self-awareness of captives. The Germans were extremely supportive of excavating Yunlong Lake. The first place Chen Ke went to inspect was the labor camp made up of German prisoners.

The entire labor camp had less than five hundred people, with officers and soldiers mixed together. Chen Ke knew the nature of Europeans; they felt there was a class difference between officers and soldiers, and even as prisoners, they shouldn't live together. Let alone work together. Historically, during the Korean War, the Volunteers captured prisoners from over a dozen countries in the UN forces, and this stinking temper of officers among European prisoners was quite obvious. One of the basic political propositions of the People's Party was equality, so naturally, they couldn't indulge the Germans in doing this.

Several senior officers, led by Navy Captain Hänel, had staged a hunger strike for a while. The People's Party didn't force them. Anyway, the German POWs cooked for themselves. The 500 prisoners set rules and took turns cooking. Anyone who ate had to bring their own bowl and line up to get food. The Captain insisted on being served by others, which was impossible. Unless he wanted to starve himself to death, he could eat as long as he went out to get food according to the rules at mealtime.

According to intelligence, after three days of fasting, the Captain finally surrendered to his stomach. With a wooden expression, he sat in the same cafeteria as the ordinary soldiers to eat, and even learned to wash his own bowl. Anyway, everyone had their own bowl. If you didn't wash it yourself, the person in charge of cooking that day wasn't allowed to serve rice into the bowl. Later on, the Captain was even willing to do cooking work. At first, he stood by and watched, but the German officer's sense of honor made him do some work later.

Xuzhou city was quiet because the manpower of the entire city was concentrated here at Yunlong Lake. The "salary" offered by the People's Party was very attractive. Moving ten jin of earth earned two liang of rice. The transport distance wasn't far; a strong young man could earn seven or eight jin of rice a day without any problem. Even the elderly could earn more than two jin of rice a day. With 50,000 troops and 70,000 to 80,000 civilians, the labor site of over 100,000 people stretched for over ten li. Red flags were fluttering everywhere, and crowds of people were working hard everywhere. Just seeing this scene made one unable to resist the impulse to join in with boiling blood.

Before reaching the construction site of the German POW labor camp, Chen Ke saw a German wearing grey work clothes that were slightly different, with an Ensign rank badge pinned to his shoulder, directing a group of soldiers to move a pump.

The beautiful Yunlong Lake of the 21st century was still a big swamp before construction started. To dig a lake here, the first step was to drain the water. When digging a pit, if you just dig out earth and move it away, it is extremely simple. But if you dig out mud and water, and move in a swamp, it is a nightmare. As the pit gets deeper, it gets closer to the groundwater. When you first start digging, the surface looks like earth, but the deeper you go, the wetter and softer the mud becomes. The People's Party had encountered this problem during the resumption of production after the Anhui floods in 1906. At that time, the People's Party had to rely on traditional water wheels and carrying buckets on shoulders to barely solve the problem.

With rubber imports, the needs of the People's Party's large number of mines, the efforts of the Commission of Science, Technology and Industry for National Defense, plus imports and imitation from abroad, the base area could now manufacture its own water pumps. To drain the water, the troops first dug a drainage ditch, drilled pumping wells at the same time, and began comprehensive pumping. This efficiency was much higher than in Anhui a few years ago. In order to transport the mud away more conveniently, simple wooden frames were even laid on the construction site, with rails mounted on top. Anyway, the railways in Xuzhou also needed repair, so accumulating experience now wasn't a bad thing.

These devices greatly improved the progress of the project, but they also created many new problems. For example, Ensign Maxim, whom Chen Ke saw, was very proficient in maintaining water pumps. The thirty-something pumps on the site had to deal with not just water, but muddy water and small debris mixed in, so the failure rate was quite high. This Ensign was originally responsible for surveying and his performance was just average. But when he tried applying to repair the water pumps that gave the engineering personnel headaches, he displayed his specialty. Failures still happened, but the repair speed was much higher. For this, the Ensign even received a special allowance.

The food in the German POW camp was divided into two parts. One part was the standard ration, which they got whether they worked or not. If the POWs participated in labor, they could earn an extra sum. They could keep the money earned, or buy extra food or consumer goods. this applied to all German officers and soldiers in the POW camp. For example, Ensign Maxim liked to drink, and his meals even included mulberry wine he bought with his own money.

When the commander who was with Ensign Maxim saw Chen Ke, a smile immediately appeared on his face, which had grey marks left after the muddy water dried. He rushed over in three steps, and before the guard could stop him from getting closer, the commander stood at attention and saluted Chen Ke. "Zhao Youcai, Battalion Commander of the 5th Regiment Engineering Battalion, reporting."

Zhao Youcai was a veteran soldier, and Chen Ke had an impression of him. While returning the salute, Chen Ke smiled and said, "It looks like you guys picked up a treasure. I heard that German is quite capable."

"Yes. I'm learning from him," Zhao Youcai showed a mouthful of white teeth when he smiled, although his face was dirty.

"How is the learning going?" Chen Ke asked with satisfaction.

"We were just forcing it before. This German pays close attention to drilling pumping wells and pays attention to water quality. If there are fewer things mixed in the water, the water pump naturally won't have problems easily. But this delays things a bit in terms of time," Zhao Youcai answered fluently.

"You choose according to the situation yourselves. Go ahead," Chen Ke replied. Zhao Youcai saluted and ran towards the construction site.
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Yunlong Lake in Xuzhou, originally named Stone Dog Lake, is surrounded by mountains on its east, west, and south sides, with the city proper to its north. Every rainy season, floodwaters from a 60-square-kilometer upstream catchment area pour into it, posing a serious threat to the city. It isn't just the flood threat; as a swamp, it overflows with sewage during heavy rains. Big rains mean big floods, small rains mean small floods—filthy, stinking, and nauseating. Bacteria breed rampantly in the swamp, making it a serious health hazard as well.

The base area intended to build Xuzhou into a heavy industry center. Building on such a foundation would be a bit too miserable. When the People's Republic was founded, the country lacked comprehensive urban design and planning, so "adapting to local conditions" left many problems for later urban redevelopment. While Chen Ke disliked forced demolitions, he also disliked "nail households" (stubborn holdouts). In this era, land was cheap. With better planning now, the future government could save countless demolition costs and avoid endless trouble.

The temporary circular railway had over a dozen cars divided into four groups, each equipped with a steam locomotive head—barely qualifying as a small train. Regrettably, even with steam power, these contraptions couldn't run entirely on their own. Every time they started, a bunch of people had to help push the "train." Only with auxiliary power could the "train" be effectively set in motion.

This situation, which Chen Ke found "too tragic to look at," actually ignited great enthusiasm among the participating soldiers and civilians. whenever the "train" was about to start, without anyone calling for help, a crowd would immediately rush over to push. According to Chen Ke's observation, some laborers even waited specifically for this, scrambling to participate in this "activity."

The comrades inspecting the site with Chen Ke were all seasoned workers. The "joining in the fun" mentality of these train-pushers made the comrades look a bit embarrassed. Everyone knew Chen Ke wasn't some high-and-mighty leader; he could see exactly what was happening at a glance. Everyone's eyes fell on Gu Lu, the Engineering Liaison Staff Officer following Chen Ke.

Gu Lu spoke as if nothing was amiss. "Chairman Chen, we aren't too keen on managing this right now. Everyone has never seen a train and wants to join in the fun. I've pushed it several times myself."

"Haha." Chen Ke laughed. "Comrade Gu Lu, your understanding is very correct. Do you pay them for pushing the train?"

"Under these circumstances, we can't pay. The troops get their allowance, and the earth-movers are paid by workload. Our troop comrades definitely don't get paid for pushing. As long as there are no accidents, let those who want to join in the fun do so," Gu Lu replied calmly.

"As the liaison staff officer, how do you view this project?" Chen Ke clearly didn't intend to let Gu Lu off easily.

"This project is different from previous ones," Gu Lu answered seriously, walking side by side with Chen Ke without any evasion. "The project design document states clearly: maximize transport capacity using mechanical equipment. The key now is for the transport machinery to operate normally, while ensuring the speed of excavation, unloading, and dam construction."

This was content from a junior high political science textbook: with stable transmission, strengthening input and output management can effectively improve efficiency. Observing the Yunlong Lake construction site, one could clearly see this. The makeshift circular track and the small "trains" running back and forth formed a loop from digging to drying the earth to building the dam. All labor revolved around this transport line.

"Minimizing the round-trip distance for each laborer can most effectively improve efficiency," Engineering Liaison Staff Officer Gu Lu answered earnestly.

Chen Ke liked Gu Lu's attitude, but this wasn't the reason for Gu Lu's promotion. Long before Gu Lu came to the construction site as this liaison officer, his path to "rapid advancement" had already shown a general trend.

Chen Ke had carefully reviewed Gu Lu's file. He was born in a mountain village in Henan, the third of ten siblings. Apart from one who died young, the rest were healthy and lively enough to reach adulthood. As tenant farmers who were among the few in the area to own a small plot of self-tilled land, their family circumstances weren't too terrible. Thus, there was spare money for him to attend private school for two years. Besides recognizing a few hundred Chinese characters, he also learned a bit of abacus, which played a decisive role in his future life path.

With his elderly mother's serious illness, the family's fortunes began to decline. The high-interest "string money" borrowed from the landlord slowly rolled into a massive figure. The self-tilled land gradually transferred into the landlord's hands. The family rapidly fell to the bottom of society. Reading was no longer an option; he had to work as a long-term laborer for the landlord to repay the debt. Soon after, Gu Lu's second brother was beaten black and blue for secretly bringing the landlord's horse feed home for his younger siblings to eat, adding another patient to the family.

Coming from a hard background but having some education was certainly one reason Gu Lu was valued. However, changing one's destiny required relying on social changes. When Chen Ke opened up the Dabie Mountain base area, the local local tyrants and evil gentry naturally refused to sit and wait for death. As an existence from the downstream of history, Chen Ke had his own views. He believed that the Party had been too merciful in physically eliminating local tyrants and evil gentry back then, especially those old literati—even though Chen Ke tried his best to follow the Chairman's instruction that "human heads are not chives; they don't grow back after being cut." But in his heart, he felt it wouldn't be a pity at all to kill them all.

In the Dabie Mountain area, spontaneous land struggle movements existed even before the People's Party intervened. After the 1906 Anhui floods, the People's Party had already sent people to contact locals. Once the main force charged into the Dabie Mountains, the local land reform revolution immediately spread like dry wood on fire. Since there was a mass foundation, the People's Party struck extremely hard against those tyrants and gentry who dared to arm themselves against the people's revolution.

Landlords who ate people without spitting out the bones were executed by the People's Government, and the seized land was returned. Without a word, to defend his land and home, Gu Lu joined the Red Guards. Carrying a spear seemed quite majestic; singing "August Osmanthus Flowers Bloom Everywhere," he fought a few battles with the militia corps before immediately joining the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army and being incorporated into the Anhui troops. Eighteen fellow villagers joined with him, including three of Gu Lu's brothers and five cousins.

At the time, it was common for clan members to serve together. These eighteen men were split in two, and the army appointed a squad leader. Gu Lu soon became the vice squad leader. When the Restoration Society attacked Nanjing, Gu Lu's unit, serving as the guard for the medical team, fought a fierce battle in the Nanjing mountains against nearly ten thousand of Wang Youhong's men. Although the unit voluntarily withdrew in the end, that battle wasn't regarded as a defeat.

"Where is the commander-in-chief of the project?" Chen Ke asked.

"At the headquarters."

"Take me to see him."

The engineering headquarters was located on Yunlong Mountain. Chai Qingguo, the general person in charge of the project, wasn't surprised to see Chen Ke arrive. He pulled out a blueprint and asked, "Chairman Chen, are you really planning to create a dozen or so urban parks, big and small?"

The organization had already informed Chai Qingguo that in the coming years, if there was no war, the army's main task would be large-scale infrastructure construction throughout Huaihai Province. In response to this change, the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army was even preparing to establish two new branches—the Engineering Corps and the Railway Corps—forming a military system structure of field army, engineering corps, railway corps, reserves, and militia.

Chai Qingguo naturally had no objection to expanding the military establishment. It was just that the army's main task not being fighting made him feel very unaccustomed. Building factories, opening mines, and constructing housing in Xuzhou—Chai Qingguo found these understandable. But building urban parks on a large scale in Xuzhou was something that left him scratching his head.

When Chen Ke visited Yunlong Lake in the 21st century, it was already a beautiful large park. In the 21st century, people had many complaints about poor urban design, and cities invariably began municipal construction. The whole of China turned into a giant construction site. Lacking a comprehensive plan, cities demolished to build and built to demolish—not only delaying matters but also providing a heap of opportunities for "vanity projects."

Having witnessed such a situation, Chen Ke naturally refused to repeat the same mistakes. He attached great importance to the urban planning of the base area. Laozi said in the *Tao Te Ching*: "Thirty spokes share one hub. Adapt the nothingness to the purpose of the carriage. Knead clay in order to make a vessel. Adapt the nothingness to the purpose of the vessel. Cut out doors and windows in order to make a room. Adapt the nothingness to the purpose of the room. Thus, what we have is the benefit; what we have not is the use." As for urban construction, one might as well leave some "nothingness"—empty space—for future development.

Clearly, Chai Qingguo did not agree with Chen Ke's proposition; he cared about the "being" that could exist right now. It couldn't be said that Chai Qingguo was wrong. Laozi also said, "Non-being is named the beginning of heaven and earth; being is named the mother of ten thousand things. Therefore, constantly without desire, there is the wonderful mystery; constantly with desire, there is the limit. These two spring from the same source but differ in name; this appears as darkness. Darkness within darkness. The gate to all mystery."

The "non-being" advocated by Chen Ke indeed needed to be supplemented by comrades like Chai Qingguo who pursued "being" to show its completeness. However, some comrades just couldn't figure out what was going on. In very organizational terms, they "couldn't position themselves correctly." For example, Director Zhang of the Engineering Planning Division began to "support Chairman Chen Ke's view," thinking that leaving empty space unused was correct. As for *how* it was correct, he actually didn't know; in the end, the central idea was simply that Chairman Chen Ke was right.

Both Chen Ke and Chai Qingguo's expressions changed slightly. However, neither had an outburst. Chen Ke glanced at Gu Lu, only to see that Gu Lu seemed to have absolutely no interest in these matters, focusing entirely on waiting for orders from Chen Ke and Chai Qingguo.

"Old Chai, how about letting Comrade Gu Lu show me around?" Chen Ke said.

"Can't let him go. He's in charge of engineering liaison. If communication gets cut off, he'll be the first one to answer for it," Chai Qingguo said somewhat grumpily.

A liaison staff officer was equivalent to a chief of staff in civil administration. The position seemed low in rank and ostensibly lacked real power, yet it was a very subtle position. First was the tediousness of the work; thousands of issues converged on the liaison staff officer. One slip-up could lead to misreporting or late reporting, which immediately became a responsibility issue. Wanting to avoid mistakes in this position was impossible.

However, this position allowed a cadre to fully understand the structure of the entire organization. Chai Qingguo seemed grumpy, but in reality, he both looked after and valued Gu Lu. He sent Gu Lu to welcome Chen Ke because Gu Lu was the liaison staff officer. Now, not letting Gu Lu take Chen Ke around for inspection was also because Gu Lu was the liaison staff officer.

"Then you have to assign someone to me," Chen Ke asked.

"How about letting Director Zhang take you around," Chai Qingguo gave Chen Ke the person he considered dispensable.
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"Our railway sleepers are sinking too severely. The soil is soft, and with the constant groundwater pumping, we often encounter issues with the tracks tilting."

"The transportation for the project, especially the supply of shoulder poles and bamboo baskets, is insufficient. Moreover, the shoulder poles aren't as good as wooden levers."

"There are many issues with the masses stealing engineering supplies, and we don't have enough manpower to guard the tools right now."

"Quite a few skeletons have been dug up from the marsh, and the masses are feeling afraid."

...

...

Section Chief Zhang of the Project Planning Department chattered on, listing various problems to Chen Ke. Chen Ke neither nodded nor responded. This kind of "petty bureaucrat" personality—meaning an attitude of lacking responsibility, where the first thought when encountering a problem is to shirk blame—felt quite familiar to Chen Ke. He himself used to be such a bastard. And Chen Ke firmly believed in a saying, seemingly by a psychologist: "When we truly gaze into ourselves, we will discover that all the filthy vices we loathe are actually traits we possess ourselves."

In any organization, doing more means making more mistakes. As long as there are guys like Section Chief Zhang, who seem to see the problems but refuse to lift a finger to solve them, an organization can never be harmonious. regardless of what personal quirks Chai Qingguo might have, he was essentially a comrade who dared to act and take responsibility. Chen Ke could completely understand his dissatisfaction with Section Chief Zhang.

Just as Chen Ke was pondering these issues of organizational construction, he heard Section Chief Zhang ask, "Chairman Chen, what do you think?"

Chen Ke almost blurted out, "I want to fire you." He had to reach up and rub his eyes to barely suppress the urge. At times like this, one shouldn't speak. If you encounter a vile person, the best method is to say nothing. Even if you don't speak, they can still fabricate plenty of things about you; but the moment you open your mouth, whatever you say will fall into their trap. Chen Ke didn't want to forcibly remove people like Section Chief Zhang. What organizational systems fear most is relying on subjective judgment. And the proportion of petty people like Section Chief Zhang is extremely high; one could say they are inexhaustible. If you kill one Section Chief Zhang, ten more will pop up. And they will be even more cunning, acting more covertly. For people like Section Chief Zhang, one can only rely on management to subdue them, relying on education to try and focus their attention on the labor itself.

Seeing Chen Ke remain silent, Section Chief Zhang also fell silent. Petty people have one advantage: at least before they have a clear objective, they know when to advance and when to retreat. Chen Ke also struggled to adjust his mindset; after all, Section Chief Zhang was a colleague working together with him. He had to rely on the power of the organization to constrain them, rather than using his status to forcibly strike them down.

Just then, Chen Ke heard Section Chief Zhang ask, "Chairman Chen, some people say the organization is planning to arrange for Comrade Gu Lu to be the Political Commissar of the Engineering Corps Academy?"

Hearing this, even with Chen Ke's effort to treat issues calmly, he couldn't help but stop in his tracks. Chen Ke could feel the muscles on his face stiffening with anger, a wave of suppressible fury rising in his chest.

*Hold it in, hold it in, don't be prejudiced!* Chen Ke repeated to himself in his heart. The People's Party's promotions required public notice, and the process of promoting Gu Lu this time indeed smacked heavily of "favoritism." Section Chief Zhang was a Party member; he had the right to discuss this issue. Even after admonishing himself like this, it still took Chen Ke more than half a minute to suppress the extreme displeasure in his heart.

"The issue of Comrade Gu Lu's assignment will certainly have to be discussed by the Party Committee. Why are the two of us talking about this here?" Chen Ke said to Section Chief Zhang with a smile. Chen Ke saw Section Chief Zhang's face look quite awkward, a mix of fear and unwillingness. Despite this, Section Chief Zhang still probed, "Chairman Chen, I have always firmly supported the establishment of the Engineering Corps. Having done logistics for so long, I believe that without forming a specialized unit, engineering efficiency simply won't go up. If the organization is going to form an Engineering Corps unit, I hope you can consider me."

Hearing this offer to volunteer, Chen Ke didn't say anything and just continued striding forward. Gu Lu was a candidate with strong backing recommendations. This young comrade, part of the first batch to come out of the Dabie Mountains, was only 21 years old this year. But his resume was already full of ups and downs.

Gu Lu had performed quite outstandingly in the Battle of Nanjing, fighting bravely on the front lines. With the military popularizing education, Gu Lu, who had no prior academic degree but recognized a few hundred characters and knew how to use an abacus, was quickly promoted to Company Cultural Instructor. In the academic exams within the army, he was one of the first batch of soldiers to receive a primary school diploma. This should have been a smooth future, yet it didn't turn out so smoothly. As a "key training target" registered by the organization, Gu Lu, because he obeyed discipline, accepted political training while in the post of Company Cultural Instructor. He was then arranged to be a Cultural Instructor and logistics officer in a newly formed platoon. He ended up doing this for two and a half years, transferred from this platoon to that platoon, and from that platoon to another new platoon. Comrades from his cohort had already risen to be regiment commanders by 1911, and Gu Lu's older brother had become a battalion commander. Yet Gu Lu remained merely a Platoon Cultural Instructor and logistics officer, famous throughout the army.

This wasn't because anyone was deliberately making things difficult for Gu Lu. Logistics personnel in the army and those managing finances in local civil administration were always the key targets of surveillance by the People's Party Internal Affairs Committee, and they were also the group with the highest rate of investigation and execution. No matter how much it was said at cadre meetings—"Don't reach out, if you reach out you will be caught"—people always found it hard to overcome that momentary impulse. The People's Party hadn't gone through the severe tests the Party in history had, so even with the supervision of Soldier Committees, people who liked to take petty advantages continued to appear one after another.

Gu Lu's luck seemed extremely bad; several of his superior quartermaster officers in a row had issues. As their subordinate, he naturally couldn't get promoted. However, this fate had a flavor of "a blessing in disguise."

The person who first strongly recommended Gu Lu to Chen Ke was not the military, but Qi Huishen, the behind-the-scenes boss of the People's Internal Affairs Committee. Chen Ke still remembered that letter from Qi Huishen: "Recently, while reviewing case files, we found Comrade Gu Lu's name appearing multiple times. After our investigation, Comrade Gu Lu himself has never had any issues. This is indeed a very rare case. Originally, I wanted to keep Comrade Gu Lu for myself, but seeing that you've been shouting about lacking capable hands for the Engineering Corps recently, I recommend him to you. From my conversation with Comrade Gu Lu, his character is excellent, and his performance at the grassroots level is outstanding. But facts have proven that overly rapid promotion often triggers tragedy. Therefore, I wish Chairman Chen can use Comrade Gu Lu well, letting him grow faster and healthier under your direct leadership."

In this world, it has always been easy to get a thousand soldiers but hard to find one general. Given the current status of the People's Party, anything scooped into the basket is a vegetable. Even if Gu Lu couldn't withstand temptation and degenerated later, that would be a matter for the future. For the present, naturally, one couldn't let a comrade like Gu Lu slip by. Unexpectedly, as soon as the transfer order went down, Zhang Yu, the Secretary of the Southern Anhui Committee, immediately pushed it back. "I also value Comrade Gu Lu very much and hope the organization will leave Comrade Gu Lu here."

Regardless of what Zhang Yu actually thought, he wasn't a military cadre after all. Following the organizational administrative route, Gu Lu was first promoted to Company Instructor, then transferred to the Preparatory Committee of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army Xuzhou Engineering Corps Command Academy as a clerk. When Gu Lu arrived at the small courtyard where the Preparatory Committee was located, he didn't even unpack his luggage before he was dragged directly to the construction site to serve as an Engineering Liaison Staff Officer.

Organizational operations are like this: "If they say you can, you can; if they say you can't, you can't." Chen Ke hadn't finally determined the specific future use for Gu Lu, but he hadn't expected the masses' eyes to be sharp; someone had already clearly seen the organization's emphasis on Gu Lu. And they also clearly saw the inevitability of establishing the Engineering Corps Command Academy. Chen Ke knew clearly he should continue inspecting the construction site at this moment, but he felt there were some matters that had to be discussed with the Military Commission. On this matter, Chen Ke had indeed gone a bit overboard.

The Shandong Military Region Military Commission meeting was convened quickly. In fact, most members of the Military Commission, except for Pu Guanshui and others in Qingdao, were gathered in Xuzhou.

"Last time I mentioned adding two new branches, the Engineering Corps and the Railway Corps, to the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army. We haven't held a meeting to discuss this since then. This meeting will discuss this issue," Chen Ke said straight to the point. As Chen Ke expected, the comrades were not surprised. Everyone looked at Chen Ke silently, waiting for him to continue.

"I imagine some comrades have also heard that I am suspected of promoting the young comrade Gu Lu over others. I admit I have the intention of hoping this young comrade Gu Lu will take on important work. But the use of cadres must ultimately be discussed by the Party Committee. I hope to discuss this within the Military Commission before this matter becomes uncontrollable."

The cadres of the Shandong Military Region Military Commission looked at each other, but no one spoke. In the Party Central Committee and the Military Commission, Chen Ke held the highest power of personnel decision, meaning Chen Ke had the power to appoint and remove cadres. Up to now, no one felt there was anything wrong with this authority. At least no one was prepared to oppose Chen Ke's power in this regard.

Wu Xingchen was the Commander of the Shandong Military Region. While the comrades stayed silent, he couldn't. The rumors about Gu Lu hadn't reached Wu Xingchen yet, so he asked, "How is this Comrade Gu Lu's work ability? Who is his superior officer?"

Chai Qingguo answered, "Comrade Gu Lu is a Liaison Staff Officer under me. I have a very good impression of him. Aside from not having shouldered major responsibilities, he is a very outstanding comrade. In my view, with his current ability, if not for combat command, being a regiment commander would be no problem."

This statement was quite "implicit." Chen Ke didn't make a sound either, simply ordering someone to bring Gu Lu's file for the Military Commission cadres to pass around. Wu Xingchen was fine; at least he remained expressionless after reading it. Many other cadres, such as Pang Zi, frowned slightly.

Up to now, Gu Lu's highest position was Company Instructor. And everyone could see clearly that he had actually always been a Platoon Cultural Instructor, at most equivalent to a platoon leader. And now the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army already had the scale of a field army. Once the Engineering Corps and Railway Corps were established, they would be at least army-level branches. For such a small platoon leader to intervene in such a huge change could only be described as appalling.

"What is the difference between Engineering Corps and sappers?" Chen Tianhua asked. As the Director of the Political Department, he had the right to participate in the Military Commission meetings.

"Sappers are combat troops. The Engineering Corps are construction troops. When fighting, the combat troops go to the battlefield," Chai Qingguo provided the answer.

After understanding the difference between the two, Chen Tianhua stopped speaking. The meeting room fell into a strange silence.

Now that the systems of various departments of the People's Party were gradually being perfected, forming a new military branch was a major event. This wasn't just simply pulling out some people and opening a few new units. It was creating a brand new "fiefdom." The base area was developing so rapidly; the Engineering Corps might only have a few thousand people this year, but next year it might become a massive department of tens or even hundreds of thousands. To hold a position in such a newly established department meant an extremely rapid rise in rank. This was a big deal.

Wu Xingchen broke the silence again, "Chairman Chen, I want to ask, why do you look upon Comrade Gu Lu with such favor? Why do you want to give him such a big opportunity? Why do you believe this comrade can definitely do this job well?"

"Because Comrade Gu Lu has suffered grievances. And after suffering grievances, he never uttered a word of complaint," Chen Ke replied. The organization of the People's Internal Affairs Committee was the Party's sharp sword. According to historical records, the Soviet NKVD had at least three major internal purges, replacing even the gatekeepers several times. Although the People's Party's Internal Affairs Committee wasn't that severe, its internal investigations and work supervision inspections were extremely strict. More than 60% of former members couldn't stand this grievance and left the Internal Affairs Committee.

But this kind of grievance was necessary. Only by being strict to the point of almost "nitpicking" could a capable team be selected, and could these comrades realize the seriousness and importance of the work. Chen Ke had conducted an experiment; once, he didn't bring his pass, and the result was that he couldn't get through the gate of the People's Internal Affairs Committee.

Chen Ke wrote an order on the spot allowing himself temporary entry into the Internal Affairs Committee, and in accordance with regulations, had the accompanying Political Security Department cadre sign it before he could enter. Later, when Chen Ke ordered someone to check the archives, he found his hand-written order had been formally archived. And throughout the entire incident, no one came to apologize to Chen Ke. This satisfied Chen Ke greatly. Without this kind of iron discipline, nothing could be accomplished.

According to the investigation by the People's Internal Affairs Committee, even after suffering grievances, Comrade Gu Lu remained without complaint, working steadfastly. Chen Ke certainly adhered to the political view that everyone is equal, but this didn't mean Chen Ke believed people were born the same. Some people seemed born with extremely excellent qualities in certain aspects. Chen Ke knew that people like Gu Lu had existed in the Party's revolutionary ranks in history. In real life, Chen Ke had also seen them. He was indeed a talent worth molding. This was the reason Chen Ke wanted to promote Gu Lu.

Hearing the words "can bear grievances," many cadres' eyes fell on Wu Xingchen. Up to now, Wu Xingchen was the one among the senior cadres who had "truly suffered grievances." Wu Xingchen simply avoided the comrades' gazes and didn't answer.

It was Chai Qingguo who broke the silence, "Chairman Chen, I think Comrade Gu Lu can be promoted to a regiment-level position first. I feel we should arrange a battalion-level position for now. Recently, many people want to go to the Engineering Corps. As I see it, they obviously can't stand the current heavy work and want to run to the Engineering Corps Command Academy to escape work. I personally like Comrade Gu Lu very much; I've read his file, and he's remarkable. If it were me, I really might not be stronger than him. But I have a question. Right now, I can suppress these comrades who are unwilling to work honestly. Can Comrade Gu Lu do it? In his file, I see Comrade Gu Lu can control himself, but I can't tell if he can struggle against these unhealthy tendencies."

This was indeed a very severe accusation. After listening to Chai Qingguo's words, many comrades couldn't help but nod slightly.
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Chai Qingguo undoubtedly pointed out the key to management: simply managing oneself well might create an outstanding individual, but it absolutely could not create an outstanding organization. Chai Qingguo genuinely did not dislike Gu Lu; this young comrade with a somewhat girlish name had a trustworthy temperament, and Chai Qingguo had never heard Gu Lu speak a single word of boasting. Whether a person was honest or not didn't depend on their inner desire, but on their actual execution ability. Gu Lu lacked leadership experience, which was indeed a fatal flaw. Records proved that Gu Lu could manage a platoon well. Chai Qingguo had seen many comrades with this ability, but the problem was that when the organization handed over a battalion or a regiment to them, these comrades often did not perform outstandingly.

"If Chairman Chen insists on having Comrade Gu Lu be responsible for this work, you have the final authority on personnel, so I won't say more. If Chairman Chen wishes to discuss this at the Party Committee meeting, I believe the position of the Engineering Corps should be filled by a comrade with more experience." Chai Qingguo gave his opinion. Chai Qingguo's view represented the thoughts of most comrades. Although the Engineering Corps was a non-combat branch, comrades were still very interested if they could become the general person in charge of an area.

Wu Xingchen coldly watched the emotionally agitated military cadres. He faintly sensed Chen Ke's intentions in his heart. Clearly, Chen Ke did not intend to let these military cadres, who already held high positions, directly take over the newly constructed Engineering Corps and Railway Corps. In the construction of new branches, Chen Ke intended to employ a large number of newcomers, rather than letting existing military cadres take over command in a routine manner. There were certainly many reasons for doing so. The darker interpretation—worrying about the emergence of factionalism—was the one most easily thought of by people. However, Wu Xingchen genuinely didn't want to consider Chen Ke's intentions that way. To guess Chen Ke's thoughts using personnel struggles was to underestimate Chen Ke too much. If Chen Ke decided to do something, there were often more calculations behind it.

Listening to the Military Commission comrades discussing the new department as if they could already treat it as something that should belong to them, Wu Xingchen felt increasingly uneasy. Just then, Chai Qingguo said with a cold face: "I am responsible for this Yunlong Lake excavation project. I feel that many comrades here are fundamentally unsuitable for this job. Many comrades' view of the Engineering Corps is still that 'you can do it just by carrying a shovel.' I feel this is completely not the case. The Engineering Corps must first understand machinery and arrangement. This is not a job that relies solely on manpower."

This statement was truly too far beyond everyone's expectations. Chai Qingguo opposed Chen Ke easily promoting young cadres, so many people thought Chai Qingguo hoped to become the Commander-in-Chief of the Engineering Corps himself. And many comrades also felt they could work under Chai Qingguo. Unexpectedly, Chai Qingguo now made a statement that overturned the whole boat with one pole. Many comrades could no longer figure out what Chai Qingguo was planning.

"Comrade Chai Qingguo, do you mean that you are the only one here suitable for this job?" Even though he belonged to the same faction as Chai Qingguo under Wu Xingchen, Pang Zi couldn't help but question him.

Facing Pang Zi's accusation, Chai Qingguo was completely unmoved. "I am only opposing the direct appointment of a large number of young comrades to assume leadership posts in the Engineering Corps, but I do not think that comrades, including myself, can assume this work. This new branch must be built steadfastly from the most basic level; this has to be learned. Chairman Chen wants to build an Engineering Corps Command Academy; I think this is very correct. This is a field of learning, not something where anyone can just go and be an officer."

Pang Zi and many comrades were stunned, and even Wu Xingchen and Chen Ke showed expressions of surprise. Chai Qingguo took out an engineering construction map and hung it on the blackboard. He simply explained a calculation problem. The area of Yunlong Lake was about seven square kilometers. If dug one meter deep, 7 million cubic meters of earth would have to be excavated. If calculated according to an average depth of about 15 meters, that would be 100 million cubic meters of earth. Calculated based on one person digging and transporting two cubic meters of earth a day, the 140,000 laborers currently employed would need about 400 days to complete this workload.

In fact, this project not only required digging a pit but also building a dam. From Yunlong Mountain in the east to Han Mountain in the west, a dam with a total length of more than 4,000 meters had to be built to block the annual floods from south to north south of the dam.

"This is the project we are currently facing," Chai Qingguo said. Before these comrades, who had participated in the project and had a basic understanding of it, could interrupt, Chai Qingguo drew a line on the engineering map with his finger. "This is just the beginning. I discussed this with those German devil engineers. They suggested excavating a flood diversion tunnel here. The water storage capacity of Yunlong Lake is certainly large, but with so much water hanging over Xuzhou's head, if it rains continuously one year and the dike collapses, it would be a catastrophe for Xuzhou. Therefore, a Yunlong Mountain flood diversion tunnel must be excavated to guarantee Xuzhou's safety. This flood diversion tunnel designed by the German devils is 621 meters long from east to west, 7 meters wide, and 6.5 meters high. In an emergency, opening the floodgates can drain the lake water through the tunnel to the east in three hours. Who among us here thought of this project?"

The comrades who originally thought their understanding of this project exceeded Chai Qingguo's were stunned by this flood diversion project. No one had considered this issue. Even after Chai Qingguo clearly and plainly explained the flood diversion tunnel engineering, many comrades still had foolish looks on their faces. They had not even fully understood this very important project.

Chai Qingguo did not stop there. His finger drew another circle on the map. "The flood diversion tunnel drains water to the east. Where should this water be injected? It must be into those few rivers. During the rainy season, these places are already full of water. What will be the result of diverting floods into them? Has anyone considered this? The Engineering Corps doesn't just have to work; it also has to conduct overall design. Those who understand this line of work are now basically all in Anhui, Hubei, and Jiangxi. We have no one in Shandong who understands this."

Pang Zi frowned and looked for a good while before asking, "Comrade Chai Qingguo, what exactly do you mean?"

Glancing at Pang Zi, Chai Qingguo said openly and uprightly, "My meaning is simple. I think if there are comrades who want to work in this field, they should start learning from the beginning and start working from the grassroots level. Don't always think about transferring over laterally and starting from a leadership position."

Wu Xingchen scanned the circle of Military Commission comrades who were temporarily in a state of shock. He suspected that Chai Qingguo was making the above statement under Chen Ke's orders. However, this thought only existed for a moment. Chai Qingguo was not the kind of person who echoed others, nor was he the kind of guy who would easily jump out to play the good cop or the bad cop. Since he spoke so decisively, he definitely had his own thoughts. It was just unknown what exactly he had encountered that made Chai Qingguo actually make such an intense statement.

Chen Ke had the same doubts as Wu Xingchen, but after all, Chen Ke had seen Chai Qingguo's attitude towards Section Chief Zhang. Chen Ke could understand that profound dissatisfaction with petty people. For Chen Ke, he had, after all, received more systematic training and education. As the Chinese saying goes, "Interlaced mountains are like different worlds" (Different trades are separated as by mountains). In the 21st century, the professional gap between various industries was even greater. In order to find opportunities to "get rich overnight," Chen Ke had participated in many different industries. Those failures left a deep impression on him. Just like a friend of Chen Ke's who opened a barbershop once said during a chat, "Give you a head, and you can't even touch it right."

But now was not the time for this kind of reflection. Chai Qingguo had already intensified the contradiction to a considerable degree. After the brief shock, the participating comrades fell into a mood of annoyance. It was just that Chai Qingguo had a high position and deep seniority. He had always been considered a staunch supporter of Wu Xingchen. Now that Wu Xingchen didn't make a sound and Chen Ke didn't make a sound, although everyone was annoyed, they couldn't think of any words to respond for a while.

"Then you..." Pang Zi stopped after only saying two words.

Chai Qingguo knew what Pang Zi wanted to say. He replied, "I am only willing to fight wars. I will absolutely not get involved in the construction of the Engineering Corps. I can't do this."

Seeing that things were not going right, Wu Xingchen hurriedly interjected, "Chairman Chen, what is your view on this?"

Chai Qingguo had said all of Chen Ke's thoughts for him. Chen Ke cared very much about "mountain-topism" (factionalism). The characteristic of factionalism was not that a certain group of people tried to control a certain field for a long time, but that a large number of factions would emerge. Fierce struggles would take place between various factions to compete for more positions. This kind of factionalism was quite harmful to work. Now the comrades in the army already had factional tendencies. Chen Ke did not want this group of people to spread into the newly established departments like mercury spilling on the ground.

Chai Qingguo grasped this issue very accurately. Chen Ke was originally still considering how to explain this issue clearly in a mode of "stressing working methods." But he didn't expect Chai Qingguo to actually come out voluntarily and solve this problem.

Since Wu Xingchen asked, Chen Ke naturally couldn't pretend to be the good guy himself and sell Chai Qingguo out. "I think Comrade Chai Qingguo's attitude is very correct. His entry point into this issue has grasped the crux of the problem. The Engineering Corps and Railway Corps are very professional branches. Directly transferring laterally without receiving technical training is obviously unreasonable."

By now, Wu Xingchen naturally understood Chen Ke's meaning. He also immediately expressed his stance. "If the comrades present have plans to work in the Engineering Corps, I think they can propose a change of profession and start from scratch in this new department. What does Comrade Tianhua think?"

Chen Tianhua didn't expect Wu Xingchen to drag him in as well. He was responsible for the work of the Political Department and was in charge of ideological issues. Chen Tianhua deeply agreed with Chai Qingguo's opposition to "lateral transfer." The scale of the base area's expansion was so fast that in order to effectively manage such a vast base area, corresponding departments were also established one after another. Even with the supervision of the powerful People's Internal Affairs Committee and the discussion of the Party Committee meetings of various departments, these rapidly promoted cadres still caused quite a few problems. If lateral transfer became a convention again, it would really cause more problems.

Thinking of this, Chen Tianhua also said clearly and unequivocally: "I think Comrade Chai Qingguo's statement is very good. There is a specialization in every field, and every comrade has their own characteristics. If they don't start from the grassroots step by step, problems will definitely arise. I support Comrade Chai Qingguo's view."

The leaders of the Party, government, and army all expressed their attitudes, and the one who proposed this view was Chai Qingguo, who had a high status. Even if other comrades completely disagreed with Chai Qingguo's point of view, they knew that at least for now, there could be no loosening on this matter. No one raised any objections, so based on Chai Qingguo's suggestion, the basic outline for the establishment of the Engineering Corps and Railway Corps was finally established.

Meeting ended, Chen Ke specifically went back to the construction site command post with Chai Qingguo.

"Old Chai, what do you actually think of Comrade Gu Lu?" Chen Ke asked.

Chai Qingguo was slightly stunned. He thought Chen Ke would ask about the formation of the Engineering Corps. "Chairman Chen, who recommended Comrade Gu Lu to you?"

Chen Ke pondered for a moment. He originally trusted Chai Qingguo very much. After the meeting just now, Chen Ke's trust in Chai Qingguo had deepened a lot. "Qi Huishen recommended him. You know, it's really not easy to go in and out of the People's Internal Affairs Committee's investigations several times."

Chai Qingguo was amused by this. "Aye, that's true. King Yama Qi's place is not easy to get along with."

Hearing the title "Qi the King of Hell," Chen Ke couldn't help but smile too.

Chai Qingguo quickly pulled his train of thought back to work. "Comrade Gu Lu is really a good comrade. Humble, cautious, and not afraid of hard work. Qi Huishen's vision is quite high. However, I think Comrade Gu Lu has a huge advantage: he doesn't care about fame or profit at all. Others care about promotion and holding power. Comrade Gu Lu doesn't care about this; he cares about whether he can do the job well with all his heart and soul. He can endure grievances. But in work, this is also a shortcoming. To put it bluntly, if no one firmly supports him behind his back, Comrade Gu Lu will suffer losses in many struggles. My biggest feeling now is that when the forest is big, there are all kinds of birds. Some comrades are not incapable, but their minds, ah, are just not upright enough. At many critical moments, Comrade Gu Lu can fight against unhealthy tendencies, but if you let him fight to sit in that position, he can't do it."

"It seems you gave him a chance." Chen Ke asked.

"I gave him chances more than once or twice. But Comrade Gu Lu's mind is too upright. I think he should be a political commissar. Letting him engage in these administrative tasks, he can't beat people like Section Chief Zhang." After Chai Qingguo finished speaking, he couldn't help shaking his head and sighing.

"Old Chai, if we systemically force everyone to work like Comrade Gu Lu, will it... offend some people? Will many comrades not understand?" Chen Ke's words were rare in being somewhat hesitant.

Chai Qingguo frowned after hearing this. He stared at Chen Ke for a while before saying, "That wouldn't just be offending *some* people; that would offend a huge batch of people. Quite a batch of people would have to fall off their horses. I thought about this too, and tried it too. But I found that once we do this, not only will those who are squeezed out be full of complaints, but even many comrades who work well can't understand or accept this way of doing things. Speaking of this, I think of Comrade Gu Lu again. He can understand why we need to do this, but if you ask him to think of every possible way (*qian fang bai ji*) to fight against those people, he can't bring out that attitude of 'a thousand plans and a hundred schemes'."

"A thousand plans and a hundred schemes... Haha!" Chen Ke was convulsed with laughter by this exquisite wording. Chai Qingguo's description of this was truly too exquisite. As the saying goes, a gentleman takes revenge ten years later; a villain takes revenge from morning to night. To deal with villains, one must bring out the attitude of "a thousand plans and a hundred schemes." But for those excellent cadres, working with "a thousand plans and a hundred schemes" already felt beyond their ability, so where would they have so much mind to place on haggling with villains?

Chai Qingguo really couldn't understand this humor of Chen Ke's. He was full of difficulty for the sake of work. Chen Ke, on the contrary, laughed so heartlessly. Glaring at Chen Ke with disgusting eyes for a while, Chai Qingguo was gradually infected by Chen Ke's optimistic performance and finally couldn't help but smile bitterly.

Chen Ke finally stopped smiling. He patted Chai Qingguo's shoulder. "Old Chai, at this time, if we don't rectify, something will happen. We have to stand out and clearly oppose some things. I definitely can't do it alone. If it weren't for you today, and I had said those words, everyone's thoughts would definitely be very different."

Chai Qingguo looked at Chen Ke for a while. This time he suddenly laughed heartily. "As long as you, Chairman Chen, can make up your mind, some words that offend people really should be said by us."

Regarding Chai Qingguo's attitude, Chen Ke couldn't help nodding repeatedly. He wanted to say something, but in the end, he said nothing.
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# Chapter 170: Labor and Equality (Part 5)

In winter, the days were short. By a little after 6:00 PM, gas lamps were already lit one by one across the construction site. The scene of "lighting lamps to fight at night," often found in historical romance novels, had become a reality here.

Everything required preparation. For instance, the simple process of digging earth was vastly different in efficiency when digging into frozen mud versus loose soil. The People's Party naturally didn't have ideas about steam tractors or steam tanks yet, but they did attempt to utilize the power of steam locomotive engines to plow the earth, thereby improving daytime work efficiency.

After research and experimentation, they tied many thick cables to the locomotive body, with large steel plows attached to the other ends of the ropes. Under the careful manipulation of the operators and the slow traction provided by the moving train, they could plow hundreds of deep furrows into the ground every night. With so many furrows, the efficiency of digging was naturally greatly improved.

Winter in Xuzhou was not warm at all. The reason for placing such importance on plowing at night was not only to improve digging efficiency but also to prevent the ground from becoming too hard. The areas of the construction site where earth wasn't being excavated were trampled back and forth by tens of thousands of people daily. Even if the ground was originally relatively soft, it would be stepped into a very dense state. Coupled with the cold weather, digging became much more troublesome. Once winter truly set in and the temperature dropped further, it would be considerably difficult. For example, to transport soil up from the huge pit being excavated, dozens of slopes had been specially left. For the first day or two, the soil on these slopes was still somewhat soft, but now the ground was so hard that striking it forcefully with a shovel would only result in a few small pits.

As a Liaison Staff Officer, Gu Lu was actually somewhat similar to a Director of the General Office. Whenever any issue was encountered in matters large or small, or if there were any latest changes, he was responsible for directing the Liaison Section to convey them in a timely manner. With the construction site operating around the clock, Gu Lu certainly had his hands full.

Chairman Chen Ke had come to inspect during the day, which Gu Lu didn't find unusual. For such a massive project, it would be strange if no one came to inspect it. These days, Gu Lu would lie down and sleep immediately after dinner, sleeping for four or five hours, and then wake up around 12:00 AM to continue working. If there were no special circumstances, he would work until 4:00 AM and then sleep for a while longer. He would get up at 6:30 AM for breakfast, and take another nap after lunch. Sleeping three times a day when work wasn't particularly busy always ensured he had enough energy.

Of course, this referred to times when no special circumstances occurred. On the night of Chairman Chen Ke's inspection, Gu Lu suddenly received a notification from a military cadre responsible for the next day's day shift, hoping to increase the number of plowing personnel at night and work for a while longer. They wanted Gu Lu to coordinate with the relevant departments. There weren't many relevant departments for night work; it was mainly the logistics department. They needed to provide late-night snacks for the troops, as well as corresponding labor protection equipment like gloves. It was fine during the day, but in the middle of the night in winter, working without gloves was truly freezing.

Based on Gu Lu's experience, the Logistics Department had a natural tendency to delay things when problems arose. Gu Lu had heard the explanation from Chai Qingguo: this wasn't because the Logistics Department was lazy. Distributing logistical supplies was a procedure-heavy task. If they only listened to the application requests from frontline departments, no amount of supplies would be enough. Therefore, the Logistics Department had to conduct some research based on their inventory. When encountering such problems, the best solution was to let the two parties meet in person. Relying solely on the Liaison Office to mediate was purely asking for trouble.

To solve this problem, a simple telephone network had been constructed on the site. The Liaison Section had a telephone group. Gu Lu found it slightly strange—why did this bunch of people insist on having him convey messages when they could have called the Logistics Department directly?

"Connect me to Regiment Commander Lu," Gu Lu said to the operator. Watching the operator accurately insert the wire plug into the jack on the dense switchboard, Gu Lu felt an uncontrollable sense of curiosity. Telephones were very novel equipment, even for the troops. let alone this kind of 120-line telephone exchange unit.

"Connected," the female operator said. Gu Lu didn't really want to come into the telephone group's area. Currently, employment policies for civilian personnel were skewed towards women; positions that could be filled by women were filled by them as much as possible. For example, in the communications department, the majority of those engaged in non-physical labor were women. Even for wire-pulling work in non-combat departments, women were, as Chairman Chen had said, "holding up half the sky." The base area had even established a festival for working women in 1910, designating March 8th of every year as "Working Women's Day." On this day, the base area would hang banners congratulating female workers and commend outstanding working women.

Being next to a group of women made Gu Lu feel uncomfortable all over. But he couldn't think too much about it right now. He picked up the phone, and the other side connected quickly. "Hello? Is Regiment Commander Lu there? This is Liaison Staff Officer Gu Lu," Gu Lu said.

There was a pause in the receiver, then the person on the other end said, "Regiment Commander Lu is not here right now."

Hearing the person's tone, Gu Lu felt it was a lie. If Regiment Commander Lu really wasn't there, he wouldn't have needed that pause. However, exposing the lie at this moment was meaningless. Gu Lu said, following what Chai Qingguo had taught him, "Then tell Regiment Commander Lu that there are some final issues to confirm regarding the equipment he applied for. If I can't contact him, I won't be able to prepare it for him. It's best to be quick; the personnel on duty at the Logistics Department don't have the authority to allocate supplies."

Hearing this news, the person answering the phone seemed frightened. "Staff Officer Gu, wait a moment. I'll go find Regiment Commander Lu."

Soon, a voice with an Anhui accent came through the receiver. "Hello, I am Lu Kaiwen." This Regiment Commander was named Lu Kaiwen. According to the plan, his regiment was scheduled for work tomorrow during the day.

"Regiment Commander Lu, why didn't you contact the comrades in the Logistics Department directly?" Gu Lu asked straightforwardly.

"Uh?" Lu Kaiwen obviously didn't understand Gu Lu's meaning. He paused for a moment before realizing that this meant Gu Lu likely hadn't contacted the Logistics Department yet. Lu Kaiwen tentatively asked, "Staff Officer Gu, what did the Logistics Department say?"

"We haven't received any notification regarding this arrangement. What do you think the Logistics Department would say?" Gu Lu asked, following Chai Qingguo's teachings.

"This..." Lu Kaiwen was somewhat at a loss for words. In this project, the work schedule had been set long ago, with arranged working hours for every unit each day. If Lu Kaiwen's work request was an arrangement from the Headquarters, then it should have been Chai Qingguo, or at least a cadre responsible for project progress, who notified Gu Lu. It would never be Lu Kaiwen's turn to volunteer.

Hearing Lu Kaiwen's reaction, Gu Lu felt even more strongly that something was wrong. Chai Qingguo had made it very clear at the engineering meeting: "In wartime, for the sake of engineering progress, we must complete the task even if we don't sleep for days and nights. But in normal times, we must obey commands."

Gu Lu asked, "Regiment Commander Lu, is your request for overtime this time a command from the Headquarters, or your own arrangement?"

"This... it's my own arrangement," Lu Kaiwen had to admit.

Gu Lu pressed on, "The Headquarters requires that the daily workload and the soldiers' rest be guaranteed every day. Why does your unit want to work overtime?"

"This is indeed for the sake of engineering progress," Lu Kaiwen replied stiffly.

"If it's for engineering progress, Regiment Commander Lu, get the Headquarters to give me an order. I will definitely go contact the Logistics Department. If it's your own decision, then I cannot contact them for you," Gu Lu replied. "If you really need to work overtime, hurry up and contact the Headquarters." After speaking, Gu Lu hung up the phone.

After putting down the phone, Gu Lu couldn't help but mutter, "Blindly messing around!"

Gu Lu had a rough judgment of Lu Kaiwen's thinking. Since arriving at the construction site personally, although Chai Qingguo had specifically explained the scope of authority and corresponding regulations to Gu Lu, Gu Lu had still made a few mistakes. The cause of all these mistakes was that Gu Lu had participated in matters he shouldn't have.

Initially, Gu Lu thought that as a Liaison Staff Officer, his job was just to pass messages. He soon discovered that this understanding was a huge mistake. A Liaison Staff Officer was not a messenger; this position was responsible for the smooth flow of communication between various departments. He actually couldn't solve any problems himself; what he had to do was ensure that when problems occurred, the respective persons in charge could receive the news at the fastest speed. Since more than one department was usually involved, he needed to make the responsible persons who could solve the problem meet quickly according to the situation.

But some people wanted to exploit this loophole. Matters they couldn't resolve, they would try to mislead through Gu Lu's "liaison." For example, this Regiment Commander Lu. If following regulations, let alone organizing overtime privately, he probably would have difficulty even leading the troops out of the camp. Even if they arrived at the construction site, the management of tools on the site was arranged. Lighting so many gas lamps at night wasn't just to illuminate the site; it also involved equipment maintenance and equipment safety management work.

Troops could carry shovels, but transporting soil from the pit to the loading point by the rails relied on handcarts. Handcarts were valuable military supplies. Without an order from the Headquarters, and not during working hours, Regiment Commander Lu couldn't even dream of taking over these handcarts.

If Gu Lu had been like he was when he made mistakes before, paying no attention to the scope of authority and just treating himself as a "microphone," then this would be a big joke. The Logistics Department would likely think Gu Lu was conveying the Headquarters' ideas. If the Logistics Department asked the Headquarters, Gu Lu, as the guy "falsely issuing imperial decrees," would definitely be held responsible.

If the Logistics Department didn't ask the Headquarters, that would be even worse. Lu Kaiwen would have disrupted the Headquarters' arrangements. With Chai Qingguo's personality, this Regiment Commander Lu Kaiwen would certainly not have a good outcome.

"This is truly blindly messing around!" Thinking of this, Gu Lu couldn't help but mutter again.

"Pfft!" The female operator beside Gu Lu couldn't help but laugh out loud. Gu Lu looked up in surprise, only to see the female operator with a face full of suppressed laughter.

"What's the matter?" Gu Lu asked curiously.
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Gu Lu, as a liaison staff officer, could be considered quite knowledgeable. However, when a girl "talked nonsense," the young Staff Officer Gu Lu found it difficult to handle. When the female telephone operator couldn't help but laugh out loud after hearing Gu Lu's words, Gu Lu subconsciously asked, "What's wrong?" The female operator then gave an answer that Gu Lu found completely incomprehensible: "I'm not really sure why I laughed either."

This answer was obviously not the truth, because the operator definitely knew why she "wasn't really sure why she laughed." Whether to press the question or ignore it was a line hard to tread. Gu Lu was in a bad mood, so he didn't want to distract himself with so many considerations. He said, "Connect me to the General Headquarters."

The operator replied, "It's already connected."

Gu Lu felt quite surprised. He picked up the handset and cranked the phone. Soon, the voice of Staff Officer Xu from the General Headquarters came through the receiver, "Hello, who is this?"

Glancing at the operator with slight surprise, Gu Lu then spoke into the microphone, "Is Commander Chai available?"

After listening to Gu Lu's report, Chai Qingguo fell silent for a while before saying, "I heard that you usually sleep at this time?"

"Yes." No one had ever mentioned this to his face, and Gu Lu was even more surprised that even Chai Qingguo knew about his schedule.

"Don't sleep now. Come over here immediately," Chai Qingguo ordered.

Putting down the handset, Gu Lu glanced at the operator again. Although his office was right next to the telephone squad, Gu Lu really rarely came here. Searching the information in his memory, apart from knowing that the operator might be surnamed Lin, everything else was a blank. But this was not the time to investigate the reason for the laughter. Chai Qingguo did things cleanly and efficiently, and he absolutely disliked others dragging their feet. With a lingering feeling of being laughed at by a woman, Gu Lu strode out of the telephone squad.

As soon as he stepped into Chai Qingguo's office, Gu Lu felt a sense of solemnity. Among the commanders of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army, Chen Ke's status was god-like. General Political Commissar He Zudao and Commander-in-Chief Hua Xiongmao were relatively distant from everyone. As a platoon leader, the ones he could occasionally come into contact with were the mid-to-high-ranking commanders on the front line. Among these people, Zhang Yu was known as cold and gloomy. Pu Guanshui was known for sticking to the rules. Chai Qingguo's reputation was that he was "too formidable." Few people had ever seen Chai Qingguo smile. Of course, few people had seen him get angry either. Although Gu Lu was not afraid of Chai Qingguo, when facing this commander, he always involuntarily perked up. It was the same now. When Chai Qingguo expressionlessly told Gu Lu to sit down, Gu Lu immediately sat down upright.

"Go to Regiment Commander Lu Kaiwen and find out why he mobilized the troops," Chai Qingguo said.

Facing this request, Gu Lu replied with some hesitation, "This is the work of the Political Security Department, isn't it?"

On the way, he had considered the issue of Lu Kaiwen doing this. Without organizational arrangements, unauthorized mobilization of troops was not allowed. If one were to raise the stakes, this involved political security work. What was the intention behind mobilizing the troops? This was a big problem. After saying this, Gu Lu looked at Chai Qingguo, only to see Chai Qingguo staring at him intently. Gu Lu started to feel a bit nervous, suspecting whether he had mentioned the wrong department to handle this matter.

After staring at each other for a while, Gu Lu heard Chai Qingguo say, "Comrade Gu Lu, if I ask you to temporarily take over the work of this regiment now, how confident are you?"

"Uh..." Gu Lu couldn't help but swallow. No matter what Chai Qingguo said, it wouldn't surprise Gu Lu any more. Finally stabilizing his mind, Gu Lu replied, "I... I will work hard to complete the organization's arrangement."

"En. Then go and prepare. You can probably take office tomorrow," Chai Qingguo said.

"Commander Chai, what exactly happened with Regiment Commander Lu?" Gu Lu asked.

"Unauthorized troop mobilization. No need to ask for reasons; first, he must be dismissed and investigated. You are just temporarily acting in his place. Future arrangements will be discussed later," Chai Qingguo replied.

Gu Lu certainly knew how serious the nature of unauthorized troop mobilization was, especially at a time like this when so many troops were gathered in Xuzhou. All units had to strictly observe discipline. But he never expected that just such a thing would lead to Lu Kaiwen being dismissed and investigated. And the role he was playing in this matter was a bit surprising.

"Do you have any concerns?" Chai Qingguo asked.

"I'm not very clear on my thoughts right now either. I was thinking about whether I can do the job well," Gu Lu replied. Just as he finished speaking, he suddenly felt these words were somewhat familiar. On second thought, he remembered that he had subconsciously imitated Operator Lin's words.

Chai Qingguo didn't care about Gu Lu's thoughts. He said coldly, "It's normal to have concerns. With the troops expanded to this scale, the first thing is to talk about discipline. The next thing is to talk about whether the work can be done well. As for other things, you don't need to consider them at all. Whether you can shoulder the work, everyone sees it very clearly. Not only are we watching, but the comrades are also watching. Today Comrade Lu Kaiwen is dismissed and investigated, so now you are asked to take up this work. If you don't do the job well, tomorrow you might be dismissed and investigated."

This calm attitude did not make Gu Lu feel afraid. On the contrary, what Chai Qingguo said greatly stimulated Gu Lu's spirit. He replied, "Yes. I will work hard to complete the mission."

This attitude clearly exceeded Chai Qingguo's expectations. He looked at Gu Lu for a moment longer before asking, "If you have any thoughts, say them now. Don't wait until after you take office to feel regret."

"Commander Chai, I have no thoughts. If I don't do well, just dismiss me. I'll just work hard," Gu Lu replied.

"Aren't you afraid of people gossiping?" Chai Qingguo asked.

"..., I haven't thought about whether others will gossip. I only think about concentrating on my work," Gu Lu replied.

"If some comrades express doubts about you, what do you plan to do?" Chai Qingguo continued to ask.

"Well, you have to let comrades speak," Gu Lu answered very crisply.

Hearing this answer, Chai Qingguo did not speak again. After another while, Chai Qingguo waved his hand, "Now you hurry up and go about your business. Wait for the organization's notification."

The news that Lu Kaiwen, as well as the regiment political commissar and deputy commander, were all dismissed soon shook the base area. And the ins and outs of this matter were quickly communicated to the whole army. Chairman Chen Ke was originally planning to inspect Lu Kaiwen's regiment. After getting the news in advance, Lu Kaiwen conspired with the political commissar and deputy commander to perform well in front of Chairman Chen Ke. They planned to loosen the soil the night before so that they could have excellent digging performance the next day.

Lu Kaiwen, the political commissar, and the deputy commander all admitted to their actions. Since they behaved relatively honestly, the organization's characterization was also made quickly: "Unauthorized mobilization of troops, violation of military safety discipline. Failure to comply with engineering arrangements, fraud, and soliciting credit. Comrades Lu Kaiwen and others are removed from all posts and sent to the training class for education."

Two days later, Gu Lu took over the command of the troops as the acting political commissar. With the change in job position, the work had to be handed over immediately. Gu Lu bid farewell to the comrades of the Liaison Section and prepared to take office. Before taking office, Gu Lu couldn't hold back the doubt in his heart and found Operator Lin to ask why she had laughed at that time.

Operator Lin really hadn't expected Gu Lu to ask this question, but this time she didn't continue to laugh. "I felt that you handled this matter very decisively. Thinking back to when you first encountered these problems, frowning and looking so troubled, I couldn't help but want to laugh."

"Did I look that troubled at the beginning?" Gu Lu was quite surprised by this answer.

"At the beginning, you were full of desire to do the job well. But obviously, you didn't know what to do. That anxious look was quite interesting," Operator Lin said, and couldn't help but laugh again. Her appearance was very ordinary, hard to leave a deep impression. But although her eyes were not big, they were unusually dark and bright. When she smiled, they attracted special attention. While looking at these dark, bright eyes, Gu Lu recalled his feelings at that time. He couldn't remember at all if he was as troubled as Operator Lin said.

However, having resolved the doubt in his heart, Gu Lu had no intention of pursuing it further. He generously extended his hand, "Comrade Lin, thank you for being so straightforward."

Operator Lin also generously extended her hand, "You're welcome."

After bidding farewell to the comrades of the Liaison Section, Gu Lu went to take up his post. The troop station was not far at all. Led by comrades from the Organization Department, Gu Lu convened the first meeting. The regiment-level cadres had been swept away because of their involvement in this fraud. First Battalion Commander Gao Zhisheng temporarily acted as regiment commander, and the commander of the Second Battalion served as acting deputy regiment commander. Although comrades from the Organization Department participated in the meeting, after suddenly suffering such a great "humiliation," the cadres in the regiment were all as listless as eggplants hit by frost.

This matter was indeed very shameful. Regiment Commander Lu Kaiwen originally wanted to brown-nose, but the brown-nosing ended up kicking the horse's leg. Chai Qingguo's reaction to this action was really excessive, and it was said that Chairman Chen Ke was also quite angry about it. After such an event, the current regiment cadres felt they couldn't lift their heads in front of others. How could they have any spirit in the meeting.

Gu Lu understood this very well. He said to the comrades, "I probably know what everyone is thinking right now. When I worked in the platoon before, the quartermaster comrade in the company had sticky fingers and was taken away. After such a thing happened, wherever we went, people would say things about our company. I think everyone doesn't need to care about this kind of thing."

The comrades from the Organization Department had also said "don't care." But this didn't make the comrades feel any better. Gu Lu looked at the group of dejected comrades. With a *pa*, he suddenly slammed the table hard. This intense action made the comrades subconsciously look up at Gu Lu.

Gu Lu shouted loudly, "Commander Lu and the others shouldn't have practiced fraud, that's correct. But why did Chairman Chen want to inspect our regiment? Isn't it because our regiment's work performance is excellent? Commander Lu and the others thought too much. What's the point of thinking so much when doing revolution? We do whatever work the organization assigns. The one who lost face is Commander Lu; what face have we comrades lost? In the future, if anyone dares to gossip about our regiment, tell me, and I'll lecture them."

This statement, although it failed to dispel the comrades' depression, at least cheered everyone up a little.

"Commissar Gu, you can't just scold people whenever you see them, right?" Acting Commander Gao Zhisheng said in a muffled voice.

"Of course I can't just scold people whenever I see them, but if someone speaks to our faces, I will certainly scold him. What's past is past. Holding onto some old stale grain and rotten sesame seeds, what kind of mindset is that? We absolutely cannot encourage this evil wind," Gu Lu said decisively.

Hearing this, the other comrades also got a bit of spirit. Although they were still a bit listless, when Gu Lu started to arrange work, everyone was at least able to start participating in an organized manner.

Gu Lu slammed the table again, "Don't feel that you have done something wrong. If everyone had done something wrong, the organization would have dismissed everyone long ago. Since the organization hasn't dismissed us, it means the organization hopes we can continue to work well. If you don't want to work well, say so early. The comrades from the Organization Department are right here. If you can't stand it, apply to leave. If you don't want to leave, then perk up and work hard!"
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"Bullshit!" Gu Lu roared, his voice ringing like a great bell. Every comrade attending the meeting was stunned. The lowest rank in the room was Regimental Commander, and there were quite a few Division and Corps Commanders present. No one had ever dared to shout so presumptuously in such a setting before.

The target of Gu Lu's outburst was a Regimental Commander sitting opposite him, named Chu Deli. Chu Deli had just made a remark laced with sarcasm, mocking Gu Lu's regiment. The gist was that Gu Lu's regiment only worked hard to show off. Acting Regimental Commander Gao Zhisheng was both ashamed and angry, but before he could speak, Gu Lu had already slammed the table and risen to his feet, letting fly with "Bullshit!"

Chu Deli hadn't expected Gu Lu, who was just a staff officer not long ago, to be so explosive. He had been speaking triumphantly and was now left momentarily speechless by the sudden curse.

Gu Lu gave him no time to think. He spoke rapidly, words firing like a machine gun. "Our regiment worked the fastest and dug the most earth. Why can't we be rated as Advanced? This competition is about labor results. Even though Commander Lu was dismissed, it wasn't because he did a bad job. What you just said is pure bullshit."

The other commanders and commissars didn't genuinely agree with Chu Deli's statement. This was the pre-New Year merit assessment meeting, evaluating the work performance of the troops. When Lu Kaiwen was in charge, the 44072 Regiment's performance had been outstanding. If it hadn't been, they wouldn't have been recommended for Chen Ke's inspection. But with Lu Kaiwen's incident, everyone felt it was impossible to apply the same standards to the 44072 Regiment as the others.

However, while everyone thought this, no one dared to say it aloud. The 44063 Regiment, which had stepped up to speak, also had excellent performance. Everyone knew Chu Deli's position: if he could exclude the 44072 Regiment from the competition, his regiment would likely take the honor of 'Best Labor Regiment'. This wasn't just about honor; it included material rewards. For the first-place regiment, every cadre and soldier would receive four bars of the newly produced soap. As for enamel mugs and other rewards, it was said there was one for everyone. Moreover, the honor of first place was precious to the troops. So, every officer understood the root of this conflict. Emotionally, they might not support Chu Deli, but rationally, they might not support Gu Lu either.

"How can you curse at people?" Chu Deli finally retaliated, though his counterattack seemed a bit weak.

Accused of cursing, Gu Lu remained unmoved. He loudly declared, "If a Regimental Commander makes a mistake, the organization will deal with him. But you cannot ignore the labor of an entire regiment just because of one man's error. The commander should be responsible for the regiment's work, but there is no reason for all the comrades in the regiment to be responsible for the commander's personal actions."

Chu Deli felt that seizing on Gu Lu's "cursing" was indeed too feeble. Hearing Gu Lu's reasoned argument, he finally came up with a counter. "Unauthorized troop mobilization—where was the Party Committee's supervision?"

"The investigation results are very clear. Commander Lu and the Commissar never convened a Party Committee meeting. It was a decision they made privately. You ask where the supervision was? If the committee never met, how could there be supervision?" Gu Lu argued back, tit for tat.

"Being 'Advanced' isn't just about how much you do; there's also an ideological issue. Selecting an Advanced unit is a comprehensive matter. With such a major problem in the regiment, if you become the Advanced model, what kind of example is that?" Chu Deli finally hit the mark.

This point struck home, and some officers nodded slightly. Regardless, the 44072 Regiment had a major incident, so they couldn't be promoted as a model. Gu Lu, however, showed no fear. He shouted, "If that's what you say, fine. Then change the rules for selecting Advanced units. The rule for this competition was labor: whoever does the most and organizes labor the best is Advanced."

Hearing Gu Lu's clear-cut answer, the comrades' eyes turned to the Chief Engineer Commander, Chai Qingguo. Chai Qingguo looked calm. He said, "Very well. Let's discuss the rules for this merit assessment again and set a Party Committee resolution. Future evaluations will follow these new rules."

Put this way, the comrades felt it was acceptable. Currently, the troop merit assessment—or specifically for this project—was still using the military merit system. On the battlefield, if someone dared to mobilize troops without authorization, let alone Lu Kaiwen losing his head immediately, the 44072 Regiment wouldn't have any war merits to speak of. They wouldn't even be considered. But when the standards for this assessment were set, no one had anticipated an incident like Lu Kaiwen's. The criteria were entirely based on labor results. So, how to evaluate the 44072 Regiment had become extremely awkward.

"I suggest that if any regimental-level cadre has a problem, that regiment should be disqualified from any Advanced ratings," Chu Deli said first.

As soon as his voice fell, Zhong Xiulin, Commander of the 4407 Division, asked coldly, "As a Division Commander, if a Regimental Commander has a problem, I bear responsibility. What about the division-level assessment? Our Corps Commander is also sitting here; I ask, what about the corps-level assessment?"

Chu Deli hadn't thought that far ahead. Questioned by the 4407 Division Commander, he didn't dare to reply. If they really followed his logic of collective punishment, it would implicate everyone down the line and up the line. That would be a huge problem. Moreover, after Zhong Xiulin spoke, the commanders and commissars of the other three regiments glared at Chu Deli. Although Chu Deli was bold, he felt a bit unnerved.

"Why not just exclude the Second Regiment from the assessment this time?" Pang Zi said.

Zhong Xiulin didn't give time for this to be discussed. He immediately replied, "So our division is just missing a regiment? Other divisions have four regiments working, and we have three? You might as well exclude our entire division."

Pang Zi was choked by this retort and felt quite uncomfortable. A mocking smile appeared on his face. "Then what do you think should be done, Commander Zhong?"

"Responsibilities must be distinguished. Should the work be done for nothing? If that's how we assess, I don't think it's fair," Zhong Xiulin said loudly, staring at Pang Zi.

The meeting room fell into silence. Zhong Xiulin's words made sense; work shouldn't be done in vain. But this sudden event was too difficult to assign responsibility for—not that the culprit couldn't be identified, but rather the issue of responsibility between officers and the unit. On the battlefield, this was easy to handle, but they weren't fighting a war right now...

Silence, silence, silence for a good while. Many wanted to speak but held back. If they started talking about principles, it would become a question of who was responsible. Lu Kaiwen and others had paid the price, but what result should those who didn't cause trouble bear? If responsibility were expanded to a certain extent, even Chief Commander Chai Qingguo wouldn't escape it. And what responsibility should the Shandong Military Region bear?

Just as everyone was unsure how to define the scope of responsibility, Zhong Xiulin checkmated Pang Zi again. "Commander Pang, what is your opinion?"

Seeing everyone's eyes focus on him, Pang Zi couldn't help but look grim. He genuinely detested Gu Lu. In Pang Zi's view, Chen Ke's desire to use Gu Lu had made it impossible for other officers to intervene in the Engineering Corps' work. This 'starting fresh' approach disappointed Pang Zi greatly. To make matters worse, Wu Xingchen and Chai Qingguo clearly supported Chen Ke, leaving Pang Zi with no opportunities. So, he hoped to deal a heavy blow to Gu Lu's regiment. He just hadn't expected the conflict to erupt over merit assessment. If Gu Lu's regiment won 'Excellent' due to labor results, Pang Zi would be very, very unhappy.

Pang Zi was a Division Commander, and so was Zhong Xiulin. Even if the Cavalry Division was more glorious than the Infantry Division, that was only on the battlefield. In the Party Committee meeting, Pang Zi had no advantage. Not only did he have no advantage over Zhong Xiulin, but even against Gu Lu, a Regimental Commissar, it was one person, one vote. Pang Zi had no theoretical qualification to suppress Gu Lu.

"Chief Commander Chai, what do you think?" In his helplessness, Pang Zi kicked the ball to Chai Qingguo.

Chai Qingguo had remained calm and silent while listening to the argument. Now that Pang Zi spoke, Chai Qingguo opened his mouth. "Setting rules this time isn't just a temporary measure for this one incident. It will be the new charter for future troop assessments. I have no opinion. Once the new regulations are set, they will affect all troops. It should be the comrades who discuss this issue."

Hearing this, Pang Zi felt even more awkward. He had thought Gu Lu, a young comrade, was nothing special, but he hadn't expected Gu Lu to propose modifying the assessment rules. If it were a temporary discussion on handling the 44072 Regiment, things would be easy. The Committee could discuss it and mold the decision however they liked—round or square—since it was temporary. But Gu Lu went straight for the overall merit regulations. If the general rules were unfair or unequal, it would damage the collective interest. None of the officers present dared to mess with that.

Thinking of this, Pang Zi glanced at Gu Lu, then at Chai Qingguo, feeling quite regretful. *If only I had guided this to a temporary decision from the start,* Pang Zi thought.

Chai Qingguo didn't care what Pang Zi thought. Years ago, when he met Chen Ke in Beijing, he had been screwed over by that "Party Group" in Beijing. Organizational struggle was a cruel thing. if interest groups with different stances existed within the same organization, the struggle would be endless unless one faction was completely defeated and purged. At that time, Chen Ke hadn't supported Chai Qingguo, and Chai Qingguo had been extremely indignant. It wasn't until more than a year later that he understood Chen Ke had compelling reasons then; he needed the support of that Beijing group temporarily. Once Chen Ke got what he wanted, he actively left Beijing. If a summary had to be given, it could probably be described as a "United Front."

In the current People's Party, there were also obvious line struggle issues. And the complexity was far beyond what it had been in Beijing. Just like the struggle before them: no one mentioned the root of the contradiction. Or rather, no one dared to say it aloud. So Chai Qingguo could only use "comprehensive rule revision" to solve the problem. He was quite satisfied that Gu Lu had steered the topic in this direction. Equality within the Party organization was the bottom line. If they could manipulate the 44072 Regiment today, they could manipulate Chai Qingguo tomorrow. As the person in charge of the project, the only thing Chai Qingguo could rely on was the sound operation of the organizational system.

Chu Deli really hadn't expected to stir up such a hornet's nest. His initial idea was simple: eliminate the competitor, the 44072 Regiment, and under the original rules, his 44063 Regiment would take first place. But he hadn't anticipated that justifying the exclusion of the 44072 Regiment would be such a thorny issue.

The army was strengthening cultural education. In addition to the *Xinhua Dictionary*, the Ministry of Education had compiled the *Modern Chinese Dictionary* and the *Idiom Dictionary*. Chu Deli had seen the phrase "pull one hair and the whole body moves." At the time, he thought it was a ridiculous metaphor. Pulling a hair just pulls a hair out. What's the big deal? Now, he suddenly felt that "pull one hair and the whole body moves" was the perfect description for the current situation.

With the comrades silent, Chai Qingguo couldn't let the matter drag on. "How about this: we'll put the merit assessment aside for now and discuss work first. But until the new standards are set, the awards cannot be distributed."

As soon as he said this, Chu Deli felt unfriendly gazes directed at him from all sides. New Year was approaching; no assessment meant no rewards. Life in the army was hard, though the treatment was quite good. Daily industrial goods that weren't yet common in the base area cooperatives were supplied to the army first. The soldiers lived frugally and sent many items home. Liberation shoes, enamel mugs, soap—these were all highly popular goods. It was said that some military families living near provincial borders sold these industrial goods to other provinces and immediately made a small fortune to subsidize their households. If the rewards couldn't be distributed as planned for the New Year, the comrades would definitely not be happy.

But with the situation at this point, Chu Deli couldn't take back his words even if he wanted to. No matter how unfriendly the glares, he had to accept his fate. As for Gu Lu cursing him with "bullshit" at the start, Chu Deli had completely forgotten about it.

The rest of the meeting was quite dull. After arranging the work and deciding to discuss the merit rules in two days, everyone silently got up and left. Chai Qingguo told the secretary to organize the minutes quickly, while he went to see Chen Ke.

Listening to Chai Qingguo's report, Chen Ke asked, "Did no comrade analyze where the contradiction lies? Or why the merit standards couldn't be set?"

"Who dares to say it?" Chai Qingguo was helpless. "This contradiction is about internal distribution, not a contradiction between us and the enemy. On the battlefield, you just wipe out the enemy. Merit is simple: whoever completes their mission gets the credit. Now, all units have completed their work, so it involves distribution. On this issue, it's almost a total 'zero-sum game'. If other units get more, your unit gets less. At the moment of eruption, the intensity of this contradiction rivals that of a conflict with the enemy."

"The contradiction between backward productive forces and advanced production relations?" Chen Ke said, seemingly to himself. He didn't quite believe in the 'contradiction between the people's growing material and cultural needs and backward social production.' As long as 'the people' saw something, they wanted it. Just like Chen Ke had once let his imagination run wild about what would satisfy him. The result was roughly that he would need to become an omnipotent supreme being. As for whether this "material and cultural" need could be met, it was only the realistic material conditions that determined it "could not," not that Chen Ke "did not want" it.

Copying institutions, technology, and even organizational models from history as Chen Ke had seen them was still just copying. To make these specious things truly operate, what was needed was the internal perfection of the organization and the system itself. Throughout history, the Party had always been in a situation where it could be annihilated at any moment, so individual needs had to be thoroughly suppressed. If individual needs affected the organization's operation, the individual would be finished along with the organization's destruction. Even though Chen Ke had to some extent solved the problem of mass starvation in the base area, it didn't mean the organization would inherently become stronger.

"Should we hold a meeting to explain this?" Chai Qingguo didn't think as much as Chen Ke; he went straight to the point.

Chen Ke sighed and replied slowly, "Even if we say it, it depends on how everyone understands it. If they can't recognize the current situation and treat it as a personnel struggle, that would be counterproductive. It might be better not to say it explicitly."

Chai Qingguo agreed with Chen Ke's attitude. "It's almost New Year. If we don't distribute the items quickly, the troops' morale will be affected. I imagine the comrades don't want that to happen either. What should be the key point of this discussion?"

"Labor and equality," Chen Ke gave the answer. "If we want to superficially calm the dispute, it's not impossible. We could adopt a 'one size fits all' approach where all troops get the same things. But this kind of 'equality' is even more terrifying than inequality. It would deal a devastating blow to labor enthusiasm."

"Since we are discussing merit standards, it must be fair and equal. Equality isn't 'one size fits all,' but giving equal opportunity to labor. Given equal labor opportunities, everyone's performance will naturally differ. But ultimately, the standard of judgment can only be labor."

"People seem to want to hold on to Comrade Lu Kaiwen's organizational error..." Chai Qingguo reminded him.

"Then let everyone first discuss what merit is actually being assessed this time. That is the focal point of the contradiction."

Chai Qingguo listened to Chen Ke's answer, hesitated for a moment, and then asked, "Chairman Chen, if we boldly use Comrade Gu Lu this time, will other comrades feel it's unfair?"

"There is never absolute fairness in this world. Was it fair to Comrade Gu Lu when he was investigated? Definitely not. But should we not investigate him just because he might feel wronged? That's definitely not right. We must be sure of one thing: we are using Comrade Gu Lu not to compensate him, but because after testing, he has proven to have merit and is very motivated. That is enough. As for the comrades' doubts, that can only be proven by time."
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"Husband, why are you unhappy?" Pang Zi's wife took Pang Zi's hand and asked gently. Not many People's Party cadres were married, and Pang Zi was one of them. The station was close to the construction site, so Pang Zi occasionally went home to eat with his wife.

"Nothing." Although Pang Zi felt a bit better, he was still angry, and his answer was very stiff.

Pang Zi's wife carefully watched Pang Zi eating with a dark face. After a while, she tentatively asked, "Husband, did you have a conflict with Big Brother Wu?"

Hearing this, Pang Zi slapped his chopsticks on the table with a *pa*. "Who said I had a conflict with Commander Wu? What do you women know? Don't talk if you have nothing to do."

If Pang Zi didn't deny it, his wife wouldn't be sure. But seeing him get so angry, she roughly guessed part of the matter. She smiled apologetically and said, "Husband, just listen to the higher-ups. The arm can't twist the thigh. You're so angry, don't ruin your health."

Pang Zi was furious. He shouted at his wife, "What arm can't twist the thigh! If you don't speak, no one will treat you as a mute!"

If it was really "the arm can't twist the thigh," Pang Zi would have accepted it. But right now, it was him, a division commander, who couldn't twist a regimental political commissar. His wife's words not only failed to comfort him but made his anger explode. Seeing his wife lower her head and not dare to make a sound, Pang Zi burned with rage. He stood up abruptly, put on his military greatcoat, and strode out of his house.

The cold air outside gave Pang Zi a burst of coolness, but the fire in his heart didn't go out; instead, it burned even hotter. Pang Zi was extremely dissatisfied with the Military Commission's recent attitude. The people led by Chen Ke were too unkind to the meritorious officials. Pang Zi himself didn't want to go to the Engineering Corps or the Railway Corps; he didn't understand those things and liked digging even less. But Pang Zi wanted to plant a few people into the Engineering Corps. Pang Zi asked himself, and this really wasn't out of selfishness. The brothers who followed Pang Zi from the Taihang Mountains considered themselves Pang Zi's confidants. Relying on Pang Zi's reputation, they were insubordinate and dissatisfied with everything. They had established a little merit, but their appetite for becoming officials was huge. These guys were now company commanders, and they all felt their talents were being wasted. They had pestered Fatty [Pang Zi] many times, actually wanting to be regimental commanders. Now that discipline was strict, these guys had been reprimanded by the political commissar several times. In the cavalry unit, they were already despised by everyone. Pang Zi had long reached the limit of his patience with these people. Sending them away early would give him peace of mind.

Regardless of why others wanted to go to the Engineering Corps, Pang Zi purely wanted to get rid of trouble. However, to send them to the Engineering Corps troops, it had to be done beautifully. Promoting them by one level and then sending them to the Engineering Corps troops—Pang Zi would have done his utmost duty. As for how the Engineering Corps troops managed and dealt with them, as long as those guys weren't in the cavalry unit, it wasn't Pang Zi's responsibility.

But the current situation greatly exceeded Pang Zi's control. The newly established Engineering Corps troops didn't accept lateral transfers at all. If they were transferred laterally as company commanders, those few confidants certainly wouldn't agree. Let alone being demoted.

Moreover, during the day today, Gu Lu's firm attitude and clever response methods greatly exceeded Pang Zi's expectations. Pang Zi felt that he had underestimated Gu Lu before. This "little platoon leader" from not long ago was far from being a guy who could be easily manipulated. Pang Zi had to annoyingly admit that someone Chen Ke had his eyes on was definitely not an ordinary person.

Pang Zi didn't intend to put effort into dealing with Gu Lu. For one, he didn't like that kind of guy who played conspiracies behind people's backs. For another, without Wu Xingchen's support, Pang Zi indeed didn't dare to make a move on Gu Lu. This was also the real reason why Pang Zi flew into a rage after hearing his wife say "the arm can't twist the thigh." It wasn't that his wife said anything wrong; it was precisely because she was right, making Pang Zi clearly realize his own powerlessness, that it stimulated Pang Zi's nerves even more.

Thinking about what to do, Pang Zi unknowingly returned to the division headquarters. As soon as he entered, Pang Zi saw Chu Deli actually waiting for him. "Division Commander Pang, you're back? I've been waiting here for a long time," Chu Deli welcomed him warmly.

"Regimental Commander Chu, what is it?" Pang Zi's attitude wasn't enthusiastic at all.

"Division Commander Pang, what I actually wanted to say during the day today was, since Regimental Commander Lu caused such a big incident, can the 44072 Regiment not participate in the merit evaluation? It turned out I didn't make it clear. I saw that Division Commander Pang's meaning was similar to mine. I wonder if Division Commander Pang has any ideas? This isn't about doing something to the 4407 Division. I went back and thought about it for a while. For the division-level assessment, how much the 44072 Regiment did should still be calculated into the division's statistics. I wonder what Division Commander Pang thinks?"

Pang Zi was annoyed by these words from Chu Deli. "You should talk to your division commander about this. What's the use of finding me? Our Cavalry Division has few people to begin with. How to evaluate our troops is still a problem."

"I've already looked for our Division Commander Zhou. Our Division Commander Zhou said to let us go around and discuss with brother units to see everyone's opinion," Chu Deli hurriedly explained.

Pang Zi felt even more disgusted hearing this. He had intended to say a few nasty words. Wasn't this kind of thing obvious? Chairman Chen Ke valued Gu Lu very highly, and Chai Qingguo seized the opportunity to promote Gu Lu. What is meant by "acting"? It means that after working for a period, if Gu Lu performs well, he can be formally appointed. Since Gu Lu hasn't had any problems so far, his request to reformulate the merit evaluation standards is also very reasonable. Pang Zi had no reason to deal with Gu Lu at all.

But on second thought, Pang Zi felt that this might not be a bad opportunity. Since Chu Deli, and Chu Deli's division commander Zhou Zhentao, still wanted to do this, then why not let them take the lead? Pang Zi immediately laughed: "Since you said to look at the views of other troops, if you want to ask me what my view is, my view is to listen to Commander-in-Chief Chai. I support whatever decision Commander-in-Chief Chai makes. What are your views?"

Chu Deli stared at Pang Zi for a moment after hearing this before saying, "This is what I think. Since we want to set rules, it's impossible for such a big incident to happen every time, and it's also impossible to say that such things will absolutely not happen in the future. No matter what, let's disqualify this regiment from the merit evaluation first. Evaluate the regiments that didn't have accidents first. Of course, we can't say that the soldiers of this regiment shouldn't be rewarded for their labor. We can specifically discuss the rewards for this regiment again. What does Division Commander Pang think?"

Hearing Chu Deli's suggestion, Pang Zi could be sure that this idea was definitely not something Chu Deli came up with himself. Just from what he saw during the day, Chu Deli wouldn't have this kind of insight. The 4406 Division Commander Zhou Zhentao and Division Political Commissar Yang Deshui were definitely plotting behind the scenes. This suggestion was reasonable and fair. It solved the problem of evaluating the advanced units and also got rid of the problem of unfair treatment of soldiers. If Chu Deli had taken out this plan during the day, it probably would have passed right then. Originally, Pang Zi wanted to hear what "trick" Chu Deli had. Now Pang Zi even felt that this plan had little to do with a conspiracy.

Pang Zi didn't want to state his position directly either. He dealt with him by saying, "I know. Let's talk about it at the discussion meeting."

After Chu Deli left, Pang Zi thought over the plan Chu Deli brought several times. The more he thought about it, the more reasonable it seemed. The cavalry troops always felt they were a cut above the rest, and Pang Zi wasn't too close with Zhou Zhentao normally. Now he suddenly felt that if Zhou Zhentao could give him some ideas, maybe he could even throw those few hot potatoes into the Engineering Corps troops. But it wasn't appropriate to say this kind of thing now. The two weren't close normally anyway. At any rate, he had to wait until Gu Lu's matter was finished, and Pang Zi clearly supported Zhou Zhentao. After Zhou Zhentao owed him this favor, then they could talk about that matter.

After the meeting convened the next day, what surprised Pang Zi a bit was that the person who came out to speak wasn't Chu Deli, but Zhou Zhentao. As soon as he proposed the suggestion of "special handling for special cases," it immediately received a lot of support. This could also be considered an improvement of the system. By adding special clauses to bring matters up for separate discussion, it took care of both the existing assessment standards and sudden events.

When the comrades were discussing spiritedly and the situation was very favorable to Zhou Zhentao, Zhou Zhentao didn't have the intention of pursuing victory. "Regarding the work of the soldiers of the 44072 Regiment, I think it shouldn't be negated. During the special discussion, I think it should be considered. We can't treat the soldiers unfairly."

Pang Zi thought the matter was almost certain. In such a situation, Gu Lu basically couldn't have any chance. Now as long as someone expressed support, and after another vote, the final Party organization resolution could be reached. Pang Zi wanted to express support immediately. Since he had already thought about getting closer to Zhou Zhentao yesterday, if he didn't support immediately, it wouldn't be justifiable no matter what. But Pang Zi had seen many things after all, and he kept a sharp eye out. Gu Lu hadn't spoken yet. Who knew what indication Gu Lu would give at the final moment? Moreover, no matter what, Chai Qingguo hadn't spoken either. As the host of this Party committee meeting, Chai Qingguo was the controller of the process. Sure enough, after Zhou Zhentao finished speaking, Gu Lu stood up to speak.

"I oppose doing this." Gu Lu went straight to the point. "What I want to ask is, is this merit evaluation activity evaluating the merit of the soldiers or the merit of the commanders? If it were on the battlefield, and a commander fled in the face of battle, then needless to say, the unit would definitely not have any good war exploits. But in this matter, even if the commander made a huge mistake, he didn't flee in the face of battle. Regimental Commander Lu even wanted to do the work better. If our merit evaluation is evaluating the commander's merit, then needless to say, our regiment has nothing to say. But this merit evaluation is evaluating the troops' contribution. I think what you said is completely wrong."

After Gu Lu finished speaking, the comrades at the meeting immediately fell silent. This question was really sharp enough. Generally speaking, unit merit evaluation was the commander's merit. And Gu Lu's meaning completely transcended this concept. In Gu Lu's meaning, the troops' contribution was the contribution of the soldiers participating in labor, and the commander's influence in it was greatly reduced. This was no longer a question of merit evaluation, but a question of who was higher and lower between the commanders and soldiers in the troops.

No one answered immediately, because no one dared to speak lightly on this issue.
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"Comrades, I feel that in this kind of collective action, commanders should not participate in merit assessment at all. This would solve all problems regarding merit assessment..."

"The merit of a commander is achieved by the comrades working together. If they participate in merit assessment, should they also participate in demerit assessment? Should they take a share of all responsibilities first..."

"Results determine a commander's evaluation; producing results is inherently the duty of a commander. If there are results, credit goes to the commander; if there are problems, the subordinates bear the burden together—is that fair? One person acts, one person takes responsibility; whoever's responsibility it is should be the one held accountable. That is fairness..."

The comrades stared at Gu Lu, watching this newly appointed Regimental Political Commissar loudly stating his thoughts. The impact was quite significant. What Gu Lu said wasn't particularly novel; Chen Ke had said similar things. But when Chen Ke said these things, everyone listened but didn't really take them to heart. This wasn't because the comrades slighted Chen Ke, but because these words really didn't sit well with everyone's mindset.

Chai Qingguo was also listening quietly. Gu Lu's words suited his taste very well. Military organizations traditionally operate on rewards based on merit, but the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army is not a traditional army. The significance of this army is not that it belongs to the cadres of various levels, nor is it Chen Ke's army. This army is the People's Army, because every member of this army is a part of the vast laboring people. The purpose of this army's existence is to protect the interests of the vast laboring people, including the army itself.

Viewed from this angle, the merit assessment for cadres at various levels seems quite ridiculous. Being a cadre is in itself an acknowledgment of one's ability and merit; it seems there is no need for a separate merit assessment for commanders. So Chai Qingguo observed quietly; it seemed some people were already completely unsuitable to remain in leadership positions. Various revolutionary ideological education sessions had been conducted, and their current performance was entirely a reflection of their own views on the revolution.

Many comrades were also observing Chai Qingguo's expression. This silence seemed to other comrades like a silent objection. At least many comrades took this silence to mean opposition.

To sit in these positions, the hardship involved was far beyond what ordinary soldiers could compare to. These cadres genuinely believed that the new system was indeed much better than the old one, and everyone also felt that the common people's support and contribution to the troops were very important. However, if all the credit was given to the grassroots officers and soldiers, and to the common people, then how would the hard work of these middle and high-ranking cadres be accounted for? Did they climb to these positions just to have their own merits written off? If one were to talk about equality, these comrades felt that such a practice could hardly be called equality. In the past, the situation was difficult, and everyone could endure it. Now that the hard days were finally over—Beiyang had been beaten into submission, the Manchu Qing had perished, the German devils had been thrashed, and the other foreign devils were now very cooperative—at this time, shouldn't everyone's contributions be mentioned?

"Political Commissar Gu, why do I feel like your words sound like you want to rebel?" The first opponent jumped out. Everyone's eyes fell on Zhou Zhentao, the commander of the 4406th Division. Zhou Zhentao's attitude was clear: he wanted to thoroughly oppose Gu Lu's proposition.

Gu Lu hadn't expected to be labeled with the hat of rebellion. His heart couldn't help but beat more violently. "I... rebel against whom?" Gu Lu asked in astonishment.

"With what you're saying, who exactly is leading whom?" Zhou Zhentao asked coldly. "Is it the cadres leading the comrades below, or the comrades leading the cadres above? Is there any order left?"

Zhou Zhentao's words clearly gained considerable support; some comrades' faces showed expressions of agreement. But Chai Qingguo also noticed that many comrades, especially the political commissars, looked quite uneasy. A few commissars' expressions had already become very dissatisfied.

Gu Lu frowned. "Order? What grassroots comrades learn is how to arrange their own work. Cadres are promoted from those comrades who have learned to arrange their own work. They not only have to arrange their own work well but also be able to arrange the work of other comrades well. Our goal is to complete the work set by the organization. Broadly speaking, this is to liberate the laboring people and let the laboring people be the masters of their own house. Leading cadres are also part of the laboring people. You are setting leading cadres in opposition to the laboring people."

These words were sharp enough. Zhou Zhentao's face instantly became very ugly. He questioned loudly, "Political Commissar Gu, what do you mean by that?"

Gu Lu was even more puzzled. He asked, "What do I mean? The Party has always educated us this way. I do whatever the Party teaches. I say whatever the Party teaches."

Watching Gu Lu go tit-for-tat against Zhou Zhentao, Chai Qingguo wanted to laugh very much, but he couldn't laugh at all. Based on Chai Qingguo's understanding, Gu Lu wasn't wrong. In the theory of the People's Revolution that the People's Party had always propagated, there was indeed only the dichotomy of the vast laboring people as the ruling class and others. The People's Party occupied the position of leadership and vanguard within the ruling class.

In the People's Party, or rather in the new system led by Chen Ke, the only standard determining individual social status was labor. If viewed from this angle, Gu Lu was not only not wrong, but he had firmly grasped the core points of the People's Party's political program. The existence of a comrade like Gu Lu was truly an eye-opener for Chai Qingguo.

Zhou Zhentao's thinking was obviously different from Chai Qingguo's. He said coldly, "Comrade Gu Lu, you are distorting the Party's theories. We must have iron discipline; the Party emphasizes this repeatedly. According to what you say, what kind of discipline is this?"

"The Party emphasizes discipline to better complete the work, not to set a discipline and make the work submit to the discipline. Division Commander Zhou, what you're talking about isn't discipline; what you're talking about is just the rules you want." Gu Lu continued to stand his ground.

Pang Zi watched these two comrades arguing fiercely. He found himself in a complete dilemma. In his heart, Pang Zi supported Zhou Zhentao. However, what Gu Lu said was very similar to what Wu Xingchen loved to say. As if it were a habit, Pang Zi felt he should support a stance similar to Wu Xingchen's. Usually, Pang Zi argued with Wu Xingchen quite a bit, the reason being that Wu Xingchen failed to follow Pang Zi's ideas in many places. But in fairness, Pang Zi believed he was willing to listen to Wu Xingchen.

Carefully observing Chai Qingguo's expression, he saw that although it was still that expressionless face, based on Pang Zi's understanding of Chai Qingguo, Chai Qingguo wanted this debate to continue. Who should he support? Pang Zi felt very distressed.

The argument wasn't allowed to run its full course before being interrupted by Yang Deshui, the Political Commissar of the 4406th Division. "This time we are talking about the issue of merit assessment; how did we go off-topic to talk about discipline?"

This was clearly a statement meant to calm the situation, but Chai Qingguo happened to have no intention of letting the situation calm down. "I think this discussion makes a lot of sense. Who leads whom? What exactly are we assessing in merit assessment? If we can't even explain these things clearly, will this kind of argument still happen in the future? If we can discuss this matter clearly, we can solve many things from the root. Everyone, continue speaking."

Yang Deshui was a division political commissar; he was more sensitive regarding theory than Zhou Zhentao. When Gu Lu mentioned who was the master of the house, he knew Zhou Zhentao had lost the upper hand. In the political philosophy of the People's Party, the People's Party was certainly the vanguard of the ruling class in the base areas, but it was not the ruler of the base areas. Regardless of what problems existed on the practical level, theoretically, the power of the base areas belonged to the vast laboring people. In the army, cadres did not have special powers. Chen Ke flagrantly opposed the idea of constructing a power system based on the rank of cadres. Even though this idea was a tradition of thousands of years.

At this point, Yang Deshui couldn't let the argument continue. After all, he was in the same division as Zhou Zhentao. With the precedent of Lu Kaiwen—where the regimental commissar was also dismissed and investigated for agreeing with Lu Kaiwen's arrangements—if Zhou Zhentao made a major mistake in political ideology, Yang Deshui's end wouldn't be much better. "Commander-in-Chief Chai, this isn't on our meeting agenda. I think we should first solve the specific problem at hand. Chairman Chen also said, analyze specific problems specifically. Comrade Gu Lu has a point; we assess merit centered on labor. Since the 44072nd Regiment has performed well, we have no reason to exclude them from the collective merit assessment. Collective merit is collective merit, and the majority in the collective are still these grassroots comrades. However, regarding Party organization building, the 44072nd Regiment can also participate in the evaluation. Merit is merit, fault is fault; this cannot be confused."

Zhou Zhentao didn't become a division commander for nothing. Although he wasn't sure exactly what his problem was, since Political Commissar Yang Deshui had said so, he forced down his anger and sat back in his seat. Even if it wasn't to give Gu Lu face, he had to give Political Commissar Yang Deshui face.

"What does everyone think?" Although Chai Qingguo felt extremely regretful, his job was to preside over the Party meeting, not to meaninglessly provoke arguments. Although he was extremely dissatisfied with Zhou Zhentao in his heart, Chai Qingguo absolutely could not tempt Zhou Zhentao into saying "counter-revolutionary" words. That would be a problem of a different nature.

Gu Lu's goal wasn't to label Zhou Zhentao as a counter-revolutionary either. He just wanted to clarify the reasoning. Since Yang Deshui had already offered an opinion, Gu Lu hadn't thought about pursuing it to the end. "So that means, in the future, the merit of the troops and Party organization building will be evaluated separately? Doing well in troop work doesn't equal doing well in troop organization building?"

Zhou Zhentao had originally silenced himself by forcibly suppressing his dissatisfaction. The annoyance in his heart need not be mentioned. Being forced to shut up by a regimental commissar, and even having the division commissar forced to adopt a compromising stance—this was a situation Zhou Zhentao had never imagined. In Zhou Zhentao's view, many of the gazes around him were mocking. Seeing that Gu Lu not only didn't quit while he was ahead but instead "competed" with Division Commissar Yang Deshui, Zhou Zhentao sprang to his feet. "The organization building in the troops wasn't done well, yet the troops' merit went up. what does this prove? Does it prove that organization is useless? That discipline is useless?"

As soon as this question was raised, Yang Deshui's face also became unpleasant. He was quite unhappy with Zhou Zhentao. The matter discussed just now was merely glossed over; it was far from over. Moreover, even being in the same division as Zhou Zhentao, Yang Deshui didn't support Zhou Zhentao's views; he just couldn't argue with Zhou Zhentao publicly in the meeting due to face. Now Zhou Zhentao was meddling in a new argument, and clearly doing so with resentment. This wasn't a good thing. If this discussion proved Zhou Zhentao's idea wrong again, this would be a real ideological error.

Chai Qingguo couldn't help but reveal a slight smile. He had asked Chen Ke about this matter: what would the arguments turn into? Chen Ke's answer surprised Chai Qingguo very much. "If an argument is a high-level one, it will eventually boil down to two points: science and democracy. Science concerns the material nature of the world. Democracy concerns the class interests one belongs to. There are individuals who betray their class, but there is never a class that betrays its interests."

The question Zhou Zhentao raised seemed like angry words, but it was actually a real question. When several senior cadres in the regiment had problems, what could the excellent performance of the entire regiment prove? At the moment Zhou Zhentao raised this question, Chai Qingguo had already found the answer. This made Chai Qingguo feel a burst of clarity in his mind, and his mood improved.

Pang Zi was very surprised to see Chai Qingguo smiling. The atmosphere in the conference room was heavy, and the argument was tit-for-tat. Although Pang Zi didn't actually fully understand the focus of the argument, he just knew that he believed that since he was the division commander, the comrades below had to obey Pang Zi's orders. However, Pang Zi could also feel that things were far less simple than he thought. Seeing Chai Qingguo actually smiling, he felt a great puzzlement. Pang Zi couldn't help asking, "Commander-in-Chief Chai, what are you laughing at?"

Reminded by Pang Zi, everyone looked at Chai Qingguo. Sure enough, the smile on Chai Qingguo's face hadn't faded yet. Chai Qingguo didn't hide it either. "Comrades, during this discussion, I suddenly understood a problem. Chairman Chen spoke of science and democracy. Science, well, is work method. Commander Lu and the others definitely did a great job in popularizing work methods, so their regiment's work results were significant. Similarly, in terms of democracy, Commander Lu definitely didn't do well. If he had held a democratic meeting of the whole regiment and told the comrades about his plan to claim credit and rewards, do you think the comrades of the whole regiment would have supported him?"

When Chai Qingguo said this, Pang Zi understood. He hadn't expected Lu Kaiwen to receive a fairly high evaluation after being dismissed. Pang Zi felt a surge of jealousy and couldn't help saying, "That's not necessarily true. If the comrades of the whole regiment thought they could show their faces in front of Chairman Chen, and that showing their faces would get them more good evaluations, I'm afraid they wouldn't oppose it."

A burst of laughter erupted among the comrades. Pang Zi's honest words described it very vividly. If Lu Kaiwen could prove to the comrades of the whole regiment that this kind of performance could succeed, he really might have received the support of the whole regiment.

"So we had to dismiss and investigate Comrade Lu Kaiwen and the others. The Party organization let him lead like this, openly engaging in fraud to claim credit and rewards—what was he trying to do?" Chai Qingguo laughed.

Pang Zi was slightly stunned upon hearing this. He still felt that the severe handling of Lu Kaiwen and the others was a bit too rigid, and even suspected whether this was done to pave the way for Gu Lu. After Chai Qingguo said this, Pang Zi suddenly genuinely felt that Lu Kaiwen and the others got what they deserved. If this precedent were set, other troops working hard would not be worth as much as a bit of fraud. That would truly be unfair. Pang Zi's cavalry division had fewer people than other infantry divisions, and he had a headache regarding merit assessment. With this thought, the hostility in his gaze towards Gu Lu diminished greatly.

"If you say that, I have another question. Our Cavalry Division has fewer people; how should we be assessed for merit? Since it must be fair, it has to be fair to the comrades of the Cavalry Division as well," Pang Zi said loudly.
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The rules for merit assessment were changed in the end. Upon receiving the newly revised rules, Chen Ke smiled after reading just the opening rationale. He handed the document to Wu Xingchen, who was sitting beside him.

Chai Qingguo was somewhat surprised, "Chairman Chen, do you find any issues with it?"

Chen Ke replied, "No issues. I think it's written very well. It clarifies the relationship between Science and Democracy right from the start."

Such high praise surprised Chai Qingguo, "Then why don't you read the rest?"

"I didn't participate in the specific work, so reading the details would be in vain. If I started gesturing and making comments, I'd only be adding to the confusion. Specific management content like this takes a long time to perfect. After setting it this time, there will be new problems next time. It will need continued revision."

Chai Qingguo nodded slightly, "Indeed, it will need revision. There are many details I myself find unreasonable."

Wu Xingchen finished reading the draft quickly and passed it to the Director of the Political Department, Chen Tianhua. "Chairman Chen, does this mean all future merit assessments will be done this way?"

"Yes, exactly this way. Labor skills are the work of Science, while organization building is the work of Democracy. We must grasp both, and both hands must be firm. I particularly approve of the section that categorizes cadres at all levels into management posts. There is no distinction of high or low in labor, only differences in posts. Regardless of how things are outside, here, the only ones respected are Model Workers—respected by everyone for their personal character and ability. This has nothing to do with one's background or how much money they have. My ideal is to build a society consisting only of equal laborers."

"Pfft," Chen Tianhua chuckled. He put down the document in his hand and looked up, "This is also my ideal."

"I think so too," Wu Xingchen nodded repeatedly.

"I don't want to bully others, nor do I want others to bully me. I also can't stand those guys who bully others," Chai Qingguo said loudly. "After fighting and killing for so many years, I've seen enough of this crap. Now I just want to bury this old society."

Chen Ke did not echo the comrades' declarations. He tapped the table lightly, "This is a good opportunity. Let all comrades study the core points of this merit assessment standard. What is a New System? *This* is a New System."

"The problems that might arise in the middle..." Wu Xingchen was still a bit worried about this.

"Problems will definitely arise. It is precisely because problems will arise that the entire body must discuss this standard. The system is not just for the comrades below; it applies to us as well. If the comrades don't participate in the discussion and aren't allowed to speak, how will we know their demands and interests? Without debate, how can the comrades understand what this system really intends to do?" Speaking of this, Chen Ke suddenly smiled, "Don't be afraid of incidents. This matter has only just begun."

***

Chu Deli, the Commander of the 44063 Regiment and a key figure in triggering this storm, had been feeling somewhat apprehensive these past few days. His actions had directly caused the Division Commander and Commissar to lose to Gu Lu at the Party meeting. Although the Division Commander and Commissar didn't say anything, he felt very uncomfortable. However, the New Year was approaching, and the troops were to spend this year's Spring Festival at the construction site. The officers and soldiers of the unit were sending their rewards and accumulated subsidies home. The transportation and banking departments were busy. As a Regiment Commander, Chu Deli also urged the processing of these matters. If he didn't keep himself busy, he felt waves of emptiness in his heart.

When the organization's requirement to set aside two days specifically for the promotion of merit assessment standards came down, Chu Deli wanted to escape. However, the organization required commanders at all levels to personally discuss the merit standards with the soldiers. He had to participate in this discussion. It was impossible for the whole regiment of over two thousand men to discuss it together, so following the model of 'the Branch is built on the Company', each unit discussed it separately by company. Chu Deli went to the 3rd Company of the 2nd Battalion to participate.

The merit standard was divided into four parts. There were connections between the four parts, but not a relationship of subordination. They were: Labor Quantity, Labor Skills, Production Organization Construction, and Party Organization Construction.

Merit was divided into four parts. Labor Quantity was calculated based on the average labor amount. For any unit, regardless of size, as long as the average labor in ordinary work met the standard, there would be a corresponding grade assessment. Chu Deli knew that after Pang Zi raised the issue of the Cavalry Division having fewer people, the standard originally based on total work volume had to be modified.

On this point, both cadres and soldiers felt it was very appropriate. More pay for more work, less pay for less work—the comrades were very much in favor of this. After the collective reached a certain standard, everyone would receive a basic reward regardless of their job. Under the condition that comrades who excelled in their work received the most remuneration, this also passed everyone's discussion smoothly.

"The Engineering Company is responsible for repairing the carts and tools. Can you fix them better next time?"

"Sharpen the shovels more. They get dull after half a day's use."

"That's because you're using the shovel wrong. You can't just jab hard with the tip."

Some comrades who felt they hadn't completed enough labor quantity began to discuss the responsibility regarding tools.

"The comrades of the 4th Company are responsible for guarding the carts. It's freezing cold, and they can't sleep all night. They should get a share."

"Yeah. They even caught quite a few thieves."

"How were those thieves dealt with in the end?"

"The ringleaders seem to have been shot, right?"

There were also some comrades who were more concerned about the various accidents that had occurred.

Any discussion is like this; without guidance, it easily goes off-topic. The more people there are, the easier it is for the topic to diverge.

"Comrades, discuss those things later. Let's continue with Labor Skills," the Company Political Instructor, surnamed Wu, like the vast majority of cadres, was just over twenty years old this year. Seeing the discussion turning into a chat, Instructor Wu hurriedly interrupted these topics.

Labor Skills referred to technical content. It included not only how to work, but also how to rest, how to recover physical strength, and how to reduce industrial injuries. This was to teach everyone how to manage themselves. Chu Deli considered that his regiment had done quite well, but the comrades' thoughts seemed to differ somewhat from his.

"Instructor, does Labor Skills mean how to work both fast and well?" a comrade asked in confusion.

"Correct."

After receiving the Instructor's confirmation, a comrade immediately criticized: "I think you haven't explained enough to everyone."

"You just urge us to work. When we ask, your attitude isn't happy either."

"You should have explained these things from the start. As soon as we ask, you just say we'll know once we work more. I've done so much work, but I still haven't quite figured out why other comrades are always faster than me."

Hearing the comrades criticizing him right in front of the Regiment Commander, Instructor Wu was immediately a bit stunned. He hurriedly said, "Wasn't this supposed to be discussed within the squads? Was there no discussion?"

"We're tired like this. We go back, eat, and fall asleep. Discuss what?"

"Working dizzy every day, who has the mind to think about this stuff?"

"We haven't discussed it here."

Chu Deli had thought his regiment was doing well, but he didn't expect that on this link, it was not the case at all. The Instructor naturally knew the situation in the company. Hearing everyone complain, he fell silent. Chu Deli was already in a bad mood, and seeing this situation, he immediately pulled a long face and asked, "Instructor Wu, what is going on? What needs to be taught must be taught."

"This... there were indeed difficulties at the time," the Instructor replied.

The Instructor's explanation not only failed to calm Chu Deli's emotions but actually agitated him. He pointed at the Instructor and reprimanded, "What difficulties? With difficulties, you just don't do the work?"

The Instructor didn't expect Chu Deli to flare up so suddenly and was stunned for a moment.

This performance made Chu Deli even more annoyed, "As an Instructor, you are responsible for teaching comrades how to work. Otherwise, what are you doing wandering around the construction site all day?"

Instructor Wu was a young man in his twenties. Hearing Chu Deli reprimand him in front of the comrades for "wandering around the construction site all day," he felt a great grievance. Instantly, Instructor Wu's eyes turned red. "Regiment Commander Chu, I... besides arranging work every day, I do as much work as the comrades do. Your words are incorrect."

Facing Instructor Wu's resistance, a rush of anger shot straight to Chu Deli's forehead, "Bullshit! What is your job? It's to manage everyone well! What does it count for if you just work yourself? Go be a soldier then! If there is this regulation, you have to follow the regulation."

Instructor Wu was scolded to tears by Chu Deli. Seeing him like this, Chu Deli suddenly felt his mood improve considerably. Just as he was feeling he might have been too harsh, he heard Instructor Wu say with a sobbing tone, "Regiment Commander Chu, you are bullying people."

"I'm bullying people? How did I bully you?" Chu Deli asked angrily.

Instructor Wu choked back sobs for a moment, then finally suppressed his grief and said loudly, "This new assessment standard was only given to me yesterday. You are applying this to previous work; you are bullying people."

This was the truth. Instructor Wu had received the new standard yesterday, and the purpose of this discussion was to promote the new merit standard. But Chu Deli had personally participated in the formulation of this merit standard. He had completely forgotten the difference between himself and Instructor Wu regarding this matter. Hearing Instructor Wu say this, Chu Deli not only didn't calm down but flew into a rage, "Fuck off! You do what I tell you to do. You only know how to make excuses for yourself. You don't need to be this Instructor anymore. Reflect on your own mistakes first."

Under the pressure of Chu Deli's domineering attitude, Instructor Wu could almost speak no words. Finally, with a look of resistance, he squeezed out a sentence, "Swearing is not allowed in the troops!"

Chu Deli could bear it no longer. He stepped forward and grabbed Instructor Wu by the collar, "Not allowed to swear? I'm going to beat you too!"

The comrades in the company were originally watching the conflict between the Regiment Commander and the Instructor. Some were stunned, while others were watching the show. They didn't expect to see Regiment Commander Chu actually about to get physical with the Instructor. Some quick-witted ones were already thinking of going up to pull them apart. Chu Deli's guard was the closest and reacted the fastest. He hurriedly inserted himself between the two, "Regiment Commander Chu, beating and cursing are not allowed in the troops."

Seeing that even his own guard did not support him, Chu Deli was even more annoyed. He questioned loudly, "Who do you listen to?"

The guard was not scared by these words. He said, "Commander, what you are doing violates discipline."

Seeing the guard still stopping him, Chu Deli asked loudly, "Who on earth do you listen to? Do you listen to me, or do you listen to this Instructor?"

Forced into a corner by this question, the guard couldn't help but answer, "I listen to the Political Security Department."

"Get lost!" Chu Deli released Instructor Wu and shoved his guard violently.

The conflict between Chu Deli and the Company Instructor was soon reflected to the top through various channels. One of the basic disciplines of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army was the unity of officers and soldiers; warlord-style behaviors like beating and cursing subordinates were absolutely strictly prohibited. Let alone that one of the topics of study this time was Equality. And the issue between Chu Deli and his guard alarmed the Political Security Department even more. Guards at all levels were universally arranged by the Political Security Department. This was a death order issued by Chen Ke. Including Chen Ke's own guards, there were no exceptions. One of the jobs of the guards was to prevent cadres from making mistakes on major issues. In addition, there was a job that wasn't exactly a secret: if a cadre committed betrayal, the guard was to report it to the Political Security Department immediately. Therefore, while guards certainly had to protect the safety of cadres, they were absolutely not the private subordinates of the cadres. Chu Deli's actions made the Political Security Department extremely concerned about this matter. The Political Security Department reported directly to the Political Department, so Chen Tianhua was alarmed.

Incidents similar to Chu Deli's were not limited to just one or two cases. In this merit assessment discussion, the relationship between cadres and soldiers was far from the officer-soldier unity seen on the surface. Simply picking up tools and laboring with the comrades did not equate to officer-soldier unity or leading by example. Even if Chu Deli was wrong, Instructor Wu also had his own deficiencies. The number of cadres and political commissars similar to Instructor Wu was definitely not small.

Things turned out just as Chen Ke had said. Although the line struggle at the upper levels had been intense originally, there was at least a matter of self-restraint among mid-to-high-level cadres. When cadres faced soldiers, this self-restraint was plainly much weaker. It wasn't just weaker; many cadres were not qualified in their thinking. They truly believed: *I am the leader, so the people below should listen to me unconditionally.*

As the Director of the Political Department, Chen Tianhua felt he had lost face. He lamented, "How could the problem be this big this time?"

Chai Qingguo was quite happy in his heart, a rare smile appearing on his face. "The problems this time aren't limited to just these; there are many things. Besides being unscientific and undemocratic, there is warlord style, unfairness in promotions, and leading cadres' styles not being close to the soldiers. Of course, it's not entirely the cadres' fault. Many soldiers in the troops are squeamish when working and get cocky with a little achievement. They demand absolute equality in treatment; everything must be exactly the same. Everyone has problems."

Chen Tianhua had considerable work experience after all. Facing these problems, he quickly recovered his calm. "I will personally go down to grasp the work of the commissars. These problems indeed need rectification." After speaking, Chen Tianhua looked at Chen Ke, "Chairman Chen, do you have any opinions?"

Chen Ke was actually quite happy too. Lifting the lid is always a good thing. If these problems didn't have a chance to be exposed, they would only continue to rot. "Let's not just see the problems. Comrade Tianhua, since the problems have started to be exposed, we can precisely see many very excellent comrades among the ranks. Originally, we might not have had the chance to see them. Rectification is certainly one aspect, but picking out these excellent comrades and using them as the main force to build a stronger organizational core, I believe, is equally important. Revolution work, after all, is always about great waves washing away the sand."
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The merit assessment work was not limited to the military; the cadre school established in Xuzhou also participated in the excavation projects. There were over a dozen Japanese comrades in the cadre school, along with one genuine "extra-personnel" member. This was Kita Ikki, who was there to "observe."

By the time the merit assessment concluded before the Spring Festival, Kita Ikki had also received his share of the rewards. Two knitted towels, two toothbrushes, an enamel mug printed with the hammer and sickle emblem, and four bars of light yellow soap with a fine texture that looked quite appealing. Kita Ikki lay on his bunk, holding the soap up to his nose to take a deep whiff. The scent, mixed with a pungent chemical smell, was invigorating. Putting down the soap, Kita Ikki sat up, feeling a bit irritable.

Recent news had left Kita Ikki extremely upset. He had just received word that shortly before, on January 24, 1912, Kōtoku Shūsui and 11 others had been executed by hanging. The "High Treason Incident" that had caused a sensation in Japan had finally drawn to a close.

In late May 1910, a worker at a lumber mill in Akashina, Nagano Prefecture, was found carrying a bomb. The Katsura Tarō cabinet used this as a pretext to suppress the socialist movement in Japan. In June of the same year, Japanese authorities began a massive arrest of socialists nationwide, shut down all trade unions, and banned the publication of all left-wing literature. From late 1910 to January 1911, hundreds of arrested socialists were subjected to secret trials. Japan's socialist pioneer Kōtoku Shūsui and 25 others were falsely accused of "high treason, plotting to assassinate the Emperor, creating riots, and committing the crime of attempted assassination of the Emperor." After a special single-instance trial by the Great Court of Cassation, Kōtoku Shūsui and 23 others were sentenced to death on January 18, 1911, while two others received prison terms.

In this era, executing political prisoners was widely recognized as a political atrocity. Left-wing masses in Paris, London, San Francisco, New York, and other places held protest rallies and wrote letters of protest to Japanese embassies. Under the condemnation and pressure of domestic and world opinion, the Great Court of Cassation was forced to commute the death sentences of twelve of them to life imprisonment in the name of the Emperor. However, the sentences of Kōtoku Shūsui and the other twelve remained unchanged.

The United States was quite opposed to this action by Japan. Daring not to offend its largest export market, the Japanese government played a trick by deliberately delaying for a year. Americans' attention could not remain on Japanese political prisoners forever. Once the external outcry had subsided, the Japanese government quietly executed Kōtoku Shūsui and the other eleven by hanging.

Kita Ikki was also a nominal "dissident" in the eyes of the Japanese government. Although his relationship with the socialists was not particularly close, and he was not in Japan at the time, effectively dodging this bullet, there was no doubt that between the Japanese government and these socialists, Kita Ikki supported the socialists. Upon learning that Kōtoku Shūsui and the others had been killed, Kita Ikki's mood plummeted.

"I will make these people pay this blood debt!" he thought with hatred.

But acting fierce here was useless. Kita Ikki pinned all his hopes on the Chinese revolution. Having completely lost faith in the Meiji Restoration, Kita Ikki expected the Chinese revolution to blaze a brand-new trail. After the Chinese revolution achieved total victory, Kita Ikki, as a "guide," would lead this powerful revolutionary force to overthrow the current corrupt oligarchic rule in Japan and establish a truly fair and just Japanese state. For this reason, Kita Ikki firmly supported the Tongmenghui's revolution, hoping that after completing the Chinese revolution, they would proceed to liberate Japan and build an Asian alliance to counter the Europeans.

Even though the Tongmenghui, which he had initially favored, now seemed to have no future, Kita Ikki did not lose confidence. He attempted to learn the revolutionary path from the more powerful People's Party. Up to now, Kita Ikki could not say he was disappointed, but he did feel a sense of anxiety.

The People's Party's revolutionary philosophy contained the core program of "anti-imperialism and anti-feudalism" that Kita Ikki highly approved of, as well as a steadfast line pursuing social justice. None of this was wrong, but on the practical level, the People's Party had a style of saying one thing and doing another. According to Kita Ikki's observations, all of the People's Party's energy, or at least the vast majority of it, was focused on the practical level of building a stronger base area. As the standard-bearer of the Chinese revolution, the People's Party emphasized practice over rhetoric. Externally, they exhibited strong utilitarianism rather than a strong revolutionary attitude. This surprised Kita Ikki greatly.

What was even more stimulating was the internal education of the People's Party. "The state is a tool of class rule," "Law is the manifestation of the will of the ruling class," "The ruling class in the base area is the broad masses of laborers." In Kita Ikki's view, these concepts, repeated like brainwashing, were not about overthrowing a despotic government, but about replacing the existing despotic government with an even more despotic one. This was something he found very hard to accept.

In his confused state of mind, Kita Ikki once again lifted the soap to his nose and took a deep breath. The pungent smell of alkaline substances lifted his spirits slightly. He was not an inexperienced greenhorn; life in the base area could certainly not be called harsh. These rewards, along with meals that rivaled those of great Japanese oligarch families—leaving aside the salary—were comparable to the life of a Japanese naval officer.

However, this was vastly different from Kita Ikki's hopes. What he wanted to learn from the People's Party was how to build a powerful revolutionary party, but what he had learned most over the past few months was how to engage in practical work. For a base area that had already established political power, this might be feasible. The People's Party had expended enormous effort on "awakening the broad laboring masses." Chen Ke firmly believed that one of the characteristics of the ruling class itself was learning how to manage oneself and learning to recognize the essence of society.

One of the training aspects of the cadre school was, first of all, to enable cadres to recognize the current state of society and learn how to organize labor production. In this lake excavation project, the entire cadre school was mobilized. Kita Ikki had assumed that learning to organize labor production meant learning how to "organize the masses to engage in labor production." He never expected that this meant letting the cadre school students themselves learn how to organize production through their own labor.

Kita Ikki had not known how exhausting production could be. When he decided to join the revolution years ago, in order to raise funds, he did not throw himself into labor production. Instead, he joined a gang, relying on collecting protection fees and blackmailing the wealthy to get his startup capital. Kita Ikki had considered the People's Party's method of engaging in production, but he had rejected that slow-money approach at the time.

Since he wanted to learn the People's Party's organization, Kita Ikki had no choice but to learn to labor. So-called labor was not a group of people discussing how to do things better, but a group of people picking up tools and burying their heads in digging and moving earth. Hands would blister, the rubber soles of the liberation shoes would slip, and in the cold weather, one could get frostbite.

The solutions to many problems seemed simply "inhumane" to Kita Ikki. For example, the only way to deal with blood blisters on one's hands was to wait for them to burst and form calluses; that would solve the problem. The stinging pain when a blister first burst made Kita Ikki extremely unhappy. The comrades of the People's Party used "mutual encouragement" as the solution.

The even more magical part came later. The so-called learning to organize was not the Chinese style of clarifying status and hierarchy, nor was it the strict class system of Japan. The first rule of organization was actually to make everyone equal, to practice criticism and self-criticism. Everyone had to "speak the truth." Or to use a more colloquial Chinese saying, it was "knowing how many buns one can eat and how many bowls of soup one can drink."

Kita Ikki knew some Chinese culture. For instance, in the *Analects*, when Confucius talked about the "scholar" (shi), he said, "They are obstinate little men. Yet they may be reckoned in the next class."

The current education of the People's Party was not aimed at cultivating revolutionaries capable of overthrowing the old system, nor big shots capable of commanding a region. It was actually aiming to cultivate these "obstinate little men" (*keng keng ran xiao ren*). This truly surprised Kita Ikki.

However, Confucius at least listed these "obstinate little men" as the lowest class of "scholars." The *Analects* records that Zilu asked Confucius, "What of those who are in government today?" Confucius replied, "Pooh! They are merely people of bamboo baskets and wooden vessels (people of small capacity); they are not worth counting."

Even Confucius thought that "obstinate little men" were much better than those currently in power. In Kita Ikki's view, this evaluation hit the nail on the head regarding the current situation in Japan.

But this was just the beginning. The cadre school students learned to "know how many buns they can eat and how many bowls of soup they can drink" during labor, and next came labor scheduling. Based on the workload reported by each person, they began to calculate the daily collective workload. This was fatal. After surviving the first few days, many comrades, including Kita Ikki, thought they could complete a certain amount of work. What they didn't expect was that this work wasn't for ten days or half a month, but for consecutive months. After half a month, many people had used up every ounce of strength. Due to accumulated physical fatigue and injuries, their physical strength, energy, and willpower all showed signs of being unsustainable. The originally formulated plans could not be completed.

The teams formed by the cadre school students had to ask comrades every time if they could persist. Some comrades admitted early on that they couldn't go on, while others, unable to complete their tasks for several days in a row, were forced to admit their incompetence. Kita Ikki was also a man who cared about face; he gritted his teeth and held on for four weeks, but in the end, he also succumbed to his own body.

The cadre school students were all of the type who did not give up easily, but under the continuous high-intensity work, these comrades also couldn't hold up. Thus, "learning to organize production labor" meant first learning to labor oneself. One had to know not only what kind of tests the flesh would undergo during labor but also learn how to rest and how to entertain and relax oneself. The cadre school didn't talk about how to manage others at all; everyone truly discovered that managing oneself well was an incredibly difficult process.

Among the rewards issued by the People's Party, neither the knitted towels nor the soap were things ordinary families could afford to use. But after experiencing these few months of "labor learning," Kita Ikki felt that compared to the hardships he had endured and the "arduous" effort he had put in, this reward was truly insignificant.
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While Kita Ikki was immersed in his own thoughts, Umekawa Kamiyoshi, who was also at the cadre school, burst into the dormitory excitedly. "Kita-kun, there's a New Year's gala tonight. Hurry up and get ready; let's go."

"Eh?" Kita Ikki was taken aback by these words and this burst of enthusiasm. He asked with some reproach, "Umekawa-kun, Mr. Kōtoku has been murdered; do you have no sense of mourning?"

"Mr. Kōtoku had the Sekihōtai before him, and we have descendants of the Sekihōtai within the People's Party too. Don't be so affectatious. Eat what you should eat, drink what you should drink, and focus on labor when you should labor. If we mourned the way you do, we wouldn't have to do anything else all day." Having stayed in the base area for these few years, Umekawa Kamiyoshi's style of speaking and acting had drifted further and further away from Japanese reserved customs.

Faced with this, Kita Ikki had to admit that the People's Party's assimilation ability was terrifying. Most Japanese members of the People's Party, including Umekawa Kamiyoshi, no longer habitually said "*Hai*" while nodding, nor did they respectfully lower their eyes. They now held their heads high and chests out, looking straight into the other person's eyes—neither provoking nor avoiding.

"I still don't really want to go," Kita Ikki said.

"Discipline states that everyone must participate in collective activities. You can't let personal emotions affect the entire collective," Umekawa Kamiyoshi said.

Since Umekawa Kamiyoshi had brought up discipline, Kita Ikki couldn't very well refuse. Organizational discipline could not be broken; if he stayed in the dormitory alone, someone would have to stay behind to accompany him. Even setting aside the People's Party's discipline, Japanese culture did not allow an individual to drift outside the organization. Japanese culture had a peculiar trait where the sense of good and evil was not very strong, but the regard for others' evaluation was extremely high. In terms of "dying of a broken heart under the accusation of a thousand pointing fingers," Japan was far ahead of China. Before becoming a revolutionary, Kita Ikki was first and foremost a Japanese. Being spoken to like this by Umekawa Kamiyoshi, he stood up unhappily and followed Umekawa Kamiyoshi out.

Dinner was the New Year's Eve dinner. The staple food was naturally dumplings. Organized by squads, each squad had a set of "Eight-Color Steamed Bowls." It was just ordinary chicken, duck, fish, and meat, fried and then steamed in bowls. Of course, cabbages, a vegetable easy to store, were also present in abundance. If one wanted an extra dish, they had to pay for it themselves. After swallowing a few mouthfuls of greasy, savory dishes, Kita Ikki felt his depressed mood improve significantly.

The canteen was bustling with noise and excitement. Upon meeting, everyone smiled and exchanged "Happy New Year" greetings, then sat down at their tables to eat happily. The People's Party was like this—full of vigor and vitality at all times, while also maintaining strict discipline.

After finishing the meal, everyone washed their own bowls and chopsticks, then gathered to watch the New Year's gala. Although called a gala, there was no opera troupe; instead, a stage play was performed. This time, traditional plays like *The White-Haired Girl* and *Put Down Your Whip* were not staged. Everyone could see the difference from the stage set. Before the opening, the announcer told everyone that a newly rehearsed song-and-dance play, *Brother and Sister Opening Up Wasteland*, was to be performed.

The content of the play was very close to real life. A brother and sister were allocated land. Because their family was originally poor and they had rented a landlord's land to farm, under the pressure of a heavy life, the brother had gradually lost confidence in life. After the land reform in the base area, although the brother was happy, he didn't know how to arrange his life. The play was divided into four acts. First, the brother buried himself in hard work, and the sister also labored hard alongside him. In the first act, because they were allocated new farm tools, the sister could also do physical work. However, lacking her brother's experience, she encountered many problems. With her brother's help, the sister overcame her delicacy and willfulness, began to learn seriously from her brother, and finally became a labor expert.

The drama was full of the most ordinary things in labor: blisters on hands, a sprained ankle, delayed cooking due to excessive fatigue. The brother cherished his sister, taking on more work while teaching her how to work better. The comrades in the audience had all gone through this; they felt their hearts warm up seeing the affection between the brother and sister.

In the second act, the brother put his mind entirely on his own land and refused to learn the new agricultural techniques promoted by the base area. The sister, however, not only learned from her brother but was also willing to learn from and communicate with comrades from the agricultural technology department. The brother was very dissatisfied, thinking his sister shouldn't show her face in public and talk to strangers. He also harbored considerable doubts about the agricultural techniques his sister hoped he would learn. Only under his sister's persistent pleading did he reluctantly agree to try the new agricultural techniques on three small patches of land.

In the third act, the performance of the three small patches was mixed. The brother thought these techniques were unreliable, and the brother and sister launched into a fierce argument. The sister thought she hadn't done enough; the brother thought there was really a problem with the agricultural techniques. Faced with a common local agricultural problem, the brother thought this place "was just fated like this; it's impossible to solve." The sister insisted on the concept of "learning science and using science" learned from night school. Under the sister's manifold persuasion, the brother reluctantly attended agricultural technology training with her. After studying, the brother realized that his methods were indeed not scientific enough. Of the two cadres from the agricultural department, one appeared somewhat smug, while the other sincerely asked comrades to seek truth from facts and analyze specific situations specifically. Finally, the brother and sister, along with the agricultural cadre, asked an old peasant for advice while conducting scientific research, and finally solved a common local agricultural problem.

In the fourth act, the brother was willing to take the initiative to join the Peasant Association and also joined the night school. He not only farmed his own land well but also labored in the township factory during the slack season. With more income, life became better.

There were no clowns in *Brother and Sister Opening Up Wasteland*, nor was there any romance between men and women. There was only the longing for a better life and the debate on how to live a better life. The language was colloquial, telling of things everyone encountered frequently. The comrades were completely captivated by this song-and-dance play. Even Kita Ikki, whose mood had been low for a time, had his mind completely seized by this play. When the curtain fell, the comrades responded with thunderous applause and cheers. Kita Ikki applauded and cheered enthusiastically along with the comrades.

Back in the dormitory, the comrades discussed it animatedly. Those in civil administration thought they should learn how to communicate with the common people from it; those in agriculture highly praised the close integration with the masses. Umekawa Kamiyoshi was in agriculture; he thought the play's depiction of comrades starting to get cocky once they had some achievements was extremely vivid.

Kita Ikki actually didn't care about these specific lives of the common people, nor did he plan to care. It wasn't until he watched this play and heard the comrades' enthusiastic discussion that he couldn't help but praise, "If it can really be like this, this is the Kingly Way and Earthly Paradise."

"What does this have to do with the Kingly Way and Earthly Paradise?" someone immediately retorted. "Where does a happy life come from? It relies on labor to create it."

"The foundation of the base area's socialist system is science and democracy."

Kita Ikki never expected that his sigh, full of Japanese style, would meet such a rebuttal. He felt somewhat embarrassed. However, Kita Ikki was also a young man; he couldn't help but retort, "The socialist system can certainly be called the Kingly Way."

This defense triggered even fiercer opposition. "Chairman Chen has repeatedly emphasized that terminology must be correct. The broad laboring masses are the ruling class of the base area. Where does this 'Kingly Way' talk come from? Who's going to be this King? Kings and princes are stuff of the corrupt exploiting class. Among our base area cadres, such words must absolutely not be used."

Seeing Kita Ikki's face looking worse and worse under the criticism, Umekawa Kamiyoshi hurriedly came up to smooth things over. "Comrade Kita is also using a habitual expression; he will pay attention."

Kita Ikki was also very smart. He knew it was time for "criticism and self-criticism." He hurriedly guaranteed that he would pay attention in the future and try not to use such vocabulary that could easily cause misunderstandings. Since Kita Ikki had made a self-criticism, the comrades didn't pursue it relentlessly.

The cadre school had no plan to stay up for New Year's Eve. Because they attended the New Year's gala, the rest time was much later than usual, and the comrades already felt somewhat sleepy. Not long after washing their faces and feet, the lights-out bugle was heard. Everyone lay down and went to sleep one after another. Although Kita Ikki wanted to think for a while longer, drowsiness quickly dragged him into dreamland, giving him no time to think at all.

Chen Ke did not sleep. This time, the army was promoting equality education, and many comrades raised the issue of married senior officers living with their wives. Although no special result came out of this discussion in the end, the number of bachelors among People's Party cadres, especially military cadres, was huge, and married cadres were really too conspicuous. On ordinary days, comrades in the troops slept in dormitories, while married cadres went home to sleep with their wives; this really couldn't be justified. Although no one dared to direct the slightest criticism at Chen Ke, Chen Ke himself couldn't just go home carelessly. Recently, with the New Year involved, he simply moved to the military camp to live.

The situation in various places had been okay recently, only there was quite a lot of intelligence from Japan. The "High Treason Incident" involving the execution of Kōtoku Shūsui and others made Chen Ke somewhat understand why the communist movement in Japan never really took off. The hostility towards communism within Japan was extremely strong. In terms of slaughtering communists and striking at the workers' movement, Japan definitely didn't start only from the militarist era.

Chen Ke knew that Japan was about to enter the "Taishō Era," which was recognized as a relatively open period in Japanese politics. Even in this period of relatively party-democratic Japanese politics, the Japanese government's slaughter of socialists was actually so merciless.

However, these were small matters. Chen Ke was very concerned about several other pieces of news. Japan was contacting the Yuan Shikai government, hoping to reach an agreement on the coke-for-ore issue. Originally in 1899, Zhang Zidong had signed the "Coal-Coke-Iron Ore Mutual Sale Contract" with Japan. Part of the Hanyang Iron and Steel Works' ore was sold to Japan, while Japan, as the largest seller of coal and coke in Asia at the time, sold coke to the Hanyang Iron and Steel Works.

When the People's Party seized the Hanyang Iron and Steel Works, it was exactly the period when the Works' operations were extremely difficult. Chen Ke couldn't understand this "Coal-Coke-Iron Ore Mutual Sale Contract" at all. However, he later understood: Hanyang Iron and Steel Works used iron ore from Daye and coal from the Pingxiang Coal Mine in Jiangxi. These had to be bought with money. The People's Party's use of force against Jiangxi was partly due to the coal mines.

Since there was a cheaper source of raw materials, this "Coal-Coke-Iron Ore Mutual Sale Contract" naturally terminated. This had a significant impact on Japan. It was naturally impossible to engage in industry without steel. Even though the People's Party imported mechanical equipment on a large scale, it also invested enormous strength in steel development. The Hanyang Steel Group, Hefei Steel Group, Zaozhuang Steel Group, and the Ma'anshan Steel Group currently under construction—in 1911, the annual steel output of these four major groups had already reached 450,000 tons. This was even higher than China's total steel output in 1949. Moreover, it was estimated that in 1912, steel output would reach the level of 600,000 tons.

Chen Ke didn't have any special feelings about this; this output was merely one-thousandth of that 100 years later. Moreover, these steel varieties were single, and the quality was very unstable. The People's Party attempted to expand synthetic ammonia production capacity, but the base area couldn't produce the high-temperature, high-pressure reaction kettles used as core components, nor even high-temperature, high-pressure pipes. The base area's steel pipes could only be used on some very ordinary normal-temperature, normal-pressure equipment.

Technological progress required accumulation, but economic problems were more realistic. Chen Ke had participated in a discussion on a forum once. At that time, a "Republic-blackening" girl brought out face-slapping data: Japan's pig iron output in 1911 was less than 70,000 tons, and steel output was only a little over 10,000 tons. As a result, in 1912, China's steel output shrank significantly, while Japan's pig iron output exploded to 240,000 tons—more than three times that of 1911. The conclusion at the time was that a large amount of Chinese ore had entered Japan, becoming the source of Japan's pig iron.

This was just an inference; Chen Ke didn't agree with it too much. From intelligence, after signing the *Japan-Korea Annexation Treaty* in 1910, Japan increased its development in Korea. Perhaps Japan had developed mines in northern Korea on a large scale, thereby obtaining a large amount of iron ore. The People's Party was currently powerless to solve the Korea problem; Chen Ke could only control the present to the maximum extent, preventing Chinese ore from flowing into Japan.

Chen Ke had always been laying things out this way. He didn't expect that after Japan participated in the "Yuan Keding Assassination Case" and offended Yuan Shikai greatly, they still had the face to ask Yuan Shikai for cooperation in steel. Chen Ke had to admire the thickness of the Japanese people's skin. However, admiration aside, Chen Ke had always admired the thickness of Yuan Shikai's skin too. Even if there was a huge conflict and Yuan Shikai was filled with anger towards the Japanese, faced with money that could be had immediately, it wasn't impossible for Yuan Shikai to swallow his pride and cooperate with Japan.

The Japanese were hostile to socialism. Yuan Shikai might not understand what the socialist system was, but his attitude towards Chen Ke was also absolute hostility. That Yuan Shikai wasn't making a move now wasn't because he didn't want to, but because he couldn't do it for the time being.

Chen Ke didn't expect to intervene in the Northeast in the short term, so Anshan Steel was out of the question. However, the four true steel groups in Chen Ke's plan did not include the Hefei Steel Group; the fourth spot was for the Handan Steel Group. Henan was Chen Ke's hometown; he knew very well how great the agricultural potential of this fertile land of Henan was. Henan's grain could feed more than a hundred million people; in terms of wheat alone, Henan accounted for 40% of the national output. Every year for the State Council's summer grain work, the first stop was definitely Henan. If Henan had a bumper summer grain harvest, the State Council would feel assured. Since the People's Party occupied the Xuzhou area of the Huang-Huai Plain, it would be better to liberate Henan directly. Controlling this quintessential great plain area meant having grain when grain was needed and men when men were needed.

In addition, Henan had coal mines, iron mines, gold in Sanmenxia, oil fields in the Nanyang Basin, and oil fields in the Puyang area. Even if they couldn't be exploited with current technical capabilities, occupying them first would make one feel at ease. Moreover, Henan was located in the Central Plains; defensively speaking, it was a "place of four battles" (a battleground accessible from all sides). Similarly, starting from Henan, going west across Tongguan was Shaanxi, and from Sanmenxia, one could obtain a passage into Shanxi. As for going north across the Yellow River, it was Hebei, and to the east was Shandong.

When he was a freshman in university, the lieutenant colonel for military education was from Zhengzhou. Speaking of Henan, his evaluation was, "This place is genuinely suitable for fighting wars."

Chen Ke really wanted to get Henan into his hands.
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"Little Li, show me the file on Bai Lang again," Chen Ke said to his secretary. The Bai Lang Uprising was a major event in Henan after the late Qing Dynasty. Aside from that, the only thing that could match it was probably Chiang Kai-shek blowing up the Huayuankou dyke, turning southern Henan into a flooded area. The 1942 Henan famine was an inevitable consequence of that flooded area.

The People's Party did not have many records on Bai Lang, and Chen Ke didn't want to intentionally make the comrades pay too much attention to him. First of all, Bai Lang was just one of many local armed forces in Henan. A few years ago, when Yuan Shikai confronted the People's Party, he raised taxes in Henan sky-high. Even after Yuan Shikai took his troops back to Beijing to seize power, the taxes in Henan did not come down. This had already caused the counties bordering the base area to rebel en masse, demanding to join the base area. Local armed forces everywhere in Henan were resisting Yuan Shikai's rule, and the pile of materials on famous forces collected by the People's Party intelligence agency was half a person high. If Chen Ke didn't know the name "Bai Lang", Bai Lang's file would be completely inconspicuous in this thick stack of materials.

Chen Ke already had an image of "intelligence bordering on the demonic" among the comrades; he didn't want to display any "prophetic" style anymore. Moreover, the current situation was very different from history. Whether Bai Lang could set off a monstrous wave in Henan and Shaanxi like in history was still uncertain.

Although he warned himself repeatedly like this, Chen Ke still couldn't get rid of the deep impression history had left on him. "Bai Lang" sounded like "White Wolf"; Chen Ke was also a guy who had watched Japanese anime for many years, so he couldn't just ignore this name no matter what.

After getting the file, Chen Ke looked at the cover and found that a new report had been added inside. Flipping to the attached report, Chen Ke was slightly stunned. The intelligence department's investigation work was quite thorough. The new intelligence mentioned that a southerner had joined Bai Lang's team. Bai Lang called him "Mr. Wang" and said that Mr. Wang was a student returned from overseas and a member of the Tongmenghui. Combining these few pieces of information with what Chen Ke knew about Wang Jingwei, Chen Ke strongly suspected that this Mr. Wang was Wang Jingwei, who had escaped from Beijing.

"Very interesting," Chen Ke muttered. Wang Jingwei was a guy who had offended Chen Ke. Upon learning that Wang Jingwei might be colluding with Bai Lang, Chen Ke was not only not angry but actually had some expectations for such a combination. At this stage, Wang Jingwei could count as a hot-blooded man of action. If this person beside Bai Lang was really Wang Jingwei, Bai Lang was extremely likely to launch an attack on the Beiyang forces just like in history. The People's Party hadn't reached the point of tearing off all pretenses with Yuan Shikai yet, but once Henan fell into great chaos, the People's Party would have a reason to march into Henan.

After occupying Henan, the People's Party could even demand to build a steel group in Handan. Anyang in Henan and Handan were only separated by the Zhang River. With military force as a background, whether Yuan Shikai was willing or not would no longer be important.

"Little Li, find the recent intelligence related to Bai Lang," Chen Ke ordered.

"Yes," Secretary Li answered simply and clearly.

Chen Ke leaned back in his chair. Since he was wearing thick clothes, the hard chair back actually felt quite comfortable. Chen Ke's fingers tapped lightly and nimbly in the air. The secretaries had seen this action many times, but they couldn't understand the meaning of this action at all, so they turned a blind eye to it. If the secretaries were proficient in computer keyboards, perhaps they could have understood. What Chen Ke was typing was one of the basic database query commands, "Select * From".

No network, no shared database; the difficulty of obtaining the latest intelligence was extremely high. Even now that there were telephones, it took at least ten minutes to get a piece of intelligence from more than ten *li* away. And the speed of information sharing was even slower. This was Chen Ke's greatest regret regarding the People's Party's current intelligence work.

Wang Jingwei didn't know that he had already become a target of Chen Ke's calculations. On this New Year's Eve, even though Wang Jingwei was wearing a thick cotton-padded jacket, he was still frozen stiff. After blowing in the cold wind for several hours at night, he only felt that his whole face was numb from the cold. Snot kept running out; Wang Jingwei no longer had the demeanor of a graceful young gentleman. Every time he felt the snot about to flow onto his lips, he would use his cotton jacket sleeve to wipe it hard.

A tall, thin man beside Wang Jingwei didn't make a sound either. He casually handed over a piece of cloth, and Wang Jingwei hurriedly used the cloth to cover his face. Generally speaking, robbers liked to cover their faces when committing crimes. Wang Jingwei had an inexplicable resistance to this, but after staying in this freezing wild field for half the night, he finally discovered that robbers wearing face masks might not just be to prevent others from seeing their appearance.

After covering it for just a moment, Wang Jingwei felt much better on his face. He asked in a low voice, "Brother Bai Lang, are we ready to make a move?"

The man beside Wang Jingwei didn't make a sound, just quietly staring at the village in the distance, which was brightly lit and occasionally had the sound of firecrackers. Just as he thought they had to continue waiting, Wang Jingwei heard Bai Lang speak next to him, "Brothers, grab your guys [weapons] and get ready to go up."

The good fellows beside Bai Lang were originally squatting on the ground in groups. Hearing Bai Lang give the order, they whispered to the brothers beside them, "Make a move, get up quickly," while standing up. A moment later, more than a hundred people gathered in a dark mass inside the earthen ridge.

"Brothers, I won't say much else. Today is New Year's Eve. The rent collected by the He family and the ill-gotten gains they grabbed are all stored in the warehouse. I won't say much, I'll just say one sentence. Break into the He Family Fortress, and live happily for more than half a year," Bai Lang shouted to this group of good fellows.

"Break into the He Family Fortress, and live happily for more than half a year!" The group of good fellows responded in unison. Bai Lang immediately strode forward, taking the lead to run towards the village. Wang Jingwei didn't stay either; he tightly gripped the firelock issued to him and followed the good fellows, running forward quickly.

The He family's village was no different from ordinary villages. The periphery was houses of poor families. In the middle, where the terrain was higher, a rather sturdy large compound had been built. Brick and stone courtyard walls, with watchtowers at all four corners. Usually, the He Family Fortress was cautious with gate guards, and even more so during the New Year; the main gate had been closed early. With more than a hundred people swarming over, the inside of the courtyard was immediately filled with a hubbub of voices. The guard dogs barked non-stop.

Wang Jingwei carried the firelock used for hunting, closely following the main group straight for the main gate. It was unknown what year this firelock was manufactured; it was very different from the rifles Wang Jingwei was used to. It felt extremely inconvenient to hold this thing while running. Seeing other good fellows running as if flying while carrying broadswords and long spears, Wang Jingwei sped up and ran.

The peasant families on the periphery had gone to sleep early, so the wooden doors on the thatched huts were tightly closed. Hearing such a noisy sound of killing shouts, no one dared to open the door even more. Without any obstruction along the way, everyone rushed to the front of the He Family Fortress main gate. Bai Lang had originally rushed at the very front; at this moment, he had already stood firm. He was seen holding a torch in his left hand and raising his right hand high. Without an order, the good fellows stopped behind Bai Lang.

The inside of the courtyard continued to be in a mess. After a good while, someone shouted from the top of the wall, "Which path's good fellow is outside? Report a name."

"I am your Grandfather Bai Lang," Bai Lang shouted loudly.

Hearing the title "Bai Lang", a burst of screams immediately came from the courtyard. Wang Jingwei faintly heard someone scolding, "Everyone fucking stop shouting. I'll beat whoever shouts." After a while, the courtyard barely returned to quiet. Just as Wang Jingwei didn't know what to do next, someone in the courtyard shouted again, "Bai Lang, we have no grievances or enmity in the past, why did you come to us?"

Hearing this, Bai Lang shouted, "No grievances or enmity? Your He family acts as the *baozhang* [head of the pao-chia system/security group] quite well. Zhang Zhenfang asked to collect seventy percent tax, you added it to ninety percent. Even a black heart shouldn't be black like this. Those who can't pay the tax, you arrest them. This is pushing people to death."

Wang Jingwei knew that Zhang Zhenfang was the Governor of Henan and also Yuan Shikai's subordinate. After Yuan Shikai left, he guarded Henan and could be said to be plundering by force or trickery. The leader of the He Family Fortress, He Chengge, was the *baozhang* in this place. His family was originally from a tax collector background and was a local tyrant. When Yuan Shikai was there, he gained appreciation by collecting taxes frantically. Once the Manchu Qing fell, He Chengge's power in the Baofeng area became even greater. Now he was already a councilor of the Baofeng local area and a councilor of the Henan Provincial Assembly.

The person inside didn't seem to care too much about Bai Lang's words. He shouted, "Bai Lang, you walk your open road, we cross our single-log bridge. Everyone doesn't eat from the same pot, why fight? It's the New Year, it's not easy for you brothers to come for a trip. How about this, we'll give you fifty *shi* of grain and five hundred silver dollars, and brothers can disperse."

Bai Lang laughed loudly after hearing this, "In your grain warehouse right now, let alone fifty *shi* of grain, I'm afraid you wouldn't even let go of one thousand *shi* of grain. Not to mention how much money there is. I know your master isn't here, why do you have to sell your lives for them? If you know what's good for you, obediently open the door. We'll give you a share when we leave. If you don't open the door, when we get in, I'm afraid you'll all lose your heads."

The guy who originally had no reaction to Bai Lang's righteous words fell silent after hearing these words from Bai Lang. Although he didn't know the exact situation inside, Wang Jingwei clearly felt that the people inside had become nervous.

The inside didn't make a sound, but Bai Lang didn't wait any longer. He waved his hand backward. The good fellows were brothers who had followed Bai Lang for at least several months; everyone retreated without needing words. Bai Lang threw the torch in front of the He Family Fortress and also slowly retreated.

This action made the people inside the large compound nervous, "Bai Lang, we'll double it for you. You leave. If you provoke our master, the official army won't let you off."

These words contained both begging and intimidation. Bai Lang had absolutely no reaction to this. He patted Wang Jingwei beside him. Wang Jingwei knew his task. Watching the torch in front of the He Family Fortress main gate gradually extinguish, he and a dozen or so brothers holding firelocks didn't follow in retreat but walked forward. Arriving within the approximate range of the firelocks, Wang Jingwei shouted in Cantonese-accented broken Henan dialect, "Fire!"
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In ancient China, there was a saying about archers: "Facing the enemy, no more than three shots." This referred to the average performance of archers—from the moment the enemy began their charge until they entered a range where shooting was no longer viable, an archer could loose about three arrows. Wang Jingwei, who loved to read, had come across this. Back then, he had been extremely disdainful of it. In his view, an average of three shots was simply too poor. If one focused, surely they could shoot at least five or six arrows.

On this New Year's Eve, standing outside the walls of a wealthy household in rural Henan holding a musket, Wang Jingwei no longer held such thoughts. Theoretically, the muzzle-loading musket in his hand should be much more "advanced" than a bow and arrow. But in reality, it was far from it.

The pitch-black walls of the He Family Fort offered no aimable targets. The night completely concealed both sides. In this absolute darkness, reloading with gunpowder became extremely difficult. It was New Year's Eve, and the freezing air made Wang Jingwei's nose run uncontrollably. Yet, after firing just one shot, the gun barrel was still too hot to grip tightly. Gritting his teeth against the temperature, Wang Jingwei practically pressed his nose to the muzzle, holding the powder flask and pouring powder down the barrel.

No one dared to light a torch. In the dead of night, the only effect of holding a torch would be to become a target for the shooters on the wall. It was cold, hands were frozen stiff, and in this blind darkness, Wang Jingwei wasn't even sure how much powder he had poured in. Overloading a muzzle-loader could cause the barrel to explode. Wang Jingwei's heart beat like a drum, hoping his usual practice would serve him now.

After this volley of musket fire from the outside, the people inside the He Family Fort realized that Bai Lang and his men were truly attacking the village. The courtyard inside fell into chaos. Screams and shrieks could be heard clearly outside the walls. Amidst the cacophony, Wang Jingwei heard one sentence clearly: "Get on the wall! Fifty cash for every shot fired!"

"Retreat! Retreat!" Wang Jingwei shouted loudly. If the other side really got on the wall and fired blindly downwards from their high vantage point, it would be up to heaven's will whether any of the brothers outside got hit. If they were hacking at each other face-to-face with real swords and spears, no one would be afraid—at worst, it was death, as long as one died knowing how. But in this pitch darkness, god knew when one might be hit by a bullet. The fear of the unknown was far more terrifying than the known.

The order was actually superfluous. It wasn't just Wang Jingwei who heard the shout; the other brothers heard it clearly too. Being more attuned to the local dialect, their reaction was even faster than Wang Jingwei's. They didn't care if they had finished loading or how much powder they had put in. Before Wang Jingwei even gave the order, the group had already taken to their heels, scattering in several directions.

Wang Jingwei suppressed his own fear and shouted, "This way!" He also wanted to get out of the wall's firing range as quickly as possible. Shooting at others was one thing; waiting in the dark to be shot by others was another matter entirely. These brothers hadn't received any professional training. As soon as retreat was mentioned, they instinctively ran towards wherever they felt was safe. To keep them from running wild, one would probably have to tie them together with rope. However, these men had been selected after all. Since no shots had been fired from the wall yet, when Wang Jingwei shouted, the crowd followed him, dragging their muskets.

Bai Lang's order was for this group of musket-wielders to fire at least five volleys. The first volley was done. The second was interrupted halfway. Wang Jingwei saw a decent-sized house not far to the right and decided to set up their staging area there. He led the brothers around to the back of the house and tried to open the broken wooden door in the earthen wall. "Get in the house!" Wang Jingwei shouted.

Two brothers skillfully went to the door, whispered "One, two, three," and then kicked the door together. This was a method Wang Jingwei had taught them. When working together without a common signal, if they used conversation to communicate, they could talk forever. If the two spoke different dialects, like a Henan native and a Guangdong native, communication would be difficult even with language. Staring at each other would be useless. So Wang Jingwei taught these basic techniques to the brothers under Bai Lang's command.

No nonsense, no chatter. With a simple "One, two, three," they kicked the door together. Wang Jingwei was quite satisfied with the "work results" before him. When two strong young men kicked a door simultaneously, any door bar should break. But in reality, the two young men's kick had absolutely no effect. The wooden door only made a sound but didn't open. Instead, the recoil sent the two kickers stumbling back, and they both fell on their butts.

Although the situation was tense, some were stunned by this accident, while others were amused by the comical sight.

"Motherfucker, the people inside blocked the door!" The young man who fell heard someone snicker and started cursing before he even got up.

Wang Jingwei had intended to set up a position inside this house, load the guns inside, and then lead the team out to shoot. He hadn't expected the owner to block the door when no one was looking. Trying to persuade the owner to open the door now would waste too much time.

"Guard the windows," Wang Jingwei shouted. He took out matches and unhooked a glass hurricane lantern from his waist. These were products sold nationwide by the People's Party. The glass lanterns were relatively expensive and still rare among common households, but matches were a daily necessity. The People's Party's matches were cheap. Matches were commonly called "Foreign Fire" (Yanghuo), but the "Foreign Fire" market in the entire Henan province was no longer "foreign." What was sold were the domestic matches of the People's Party. Because he had planned to assassinate Chen Ke, Wang Jingwei always felt a pang of awkwardness whenever he used something related to the People's Party. But in today's China, unless one completely abstained from industrial products, one simply couldn't avoid the existence of the People's Party.

The lantern used candles, which were also People's Party products. The People's Party's candles were sold all along the Beijing-Guangzhou railway. Even after being transported so far, the price was still cheaper than local candles, and the quality was much better. The wicks of the People's Party candles were thin and burned away to ash automatically, unlike local candles where the wicks were thick and needed to be trimmed periodically. And although the candles were thin, they were durable and brighter than local ones. Using these goods from the People's Party base area in such large quantities made Wang Jingwei very uncomfortable.

No matter how uncomfortable he felt internally, once the candlelight lit up, everyone immediately felt much better. They gathered around the light and began to methodically load powder and lead shot. "Hurry! Hurry!" Wang Jingwei urged repeatedly. As soon as the loading was done, Wang Jingwei immediately blew out the candle inside the glass cover. He left three men to guard the door and protect the lantern.

The group of brothers fumbled their way back to the main gate of the He Family Fort in the darkness. The smell of gunpowder from a moment ago hadn't dissipated yet. Smelling this scent, Wang Jingwei felt a jolt of spirit, though his snot continued to flow uncontrollably. Ignoring the salty taste at the corner of his mouth, Wang Jingwei shouted, "Fire!"

Accompanied by muffled thuds, the muskets began to spew flames towards the wall.

With a base and previous experience, after the second volley, the musket team immediately retreated behind the house, lit the lamp, and reloaded. Extinguished the lamp, then went back to fire. The wall defenders also returned fire as a demonstration, but in this pitch darkness, it was purely for show. In Wang Jingwei's view, this demonstration was worse than none at all. There were over twenty men with Wang Jingwei; the sound was loud, and the momentum was strong. After their volley, there would always be screams from the courtyard. There were only three or four people firing from the wall; it wasn't a firefight on the same level.

However, this mood didn't last long. The number of people firing from the wall slowly increased, growing from the original three or four to over a dozen. Amidst the *boom-boom* of the muskets, the sharp *crack-crack* of rifles was interspersed. Since the other side was using rifles, it meant their equipment wasn't bad. It seemed the people in the He Family Fort had moved their main force to the wall.

With the enemy's fierce firepower, injuries became inevitable. Wang Jingwei and the brothers he led ran back and forth between the starting point and the firing position. The intense physical activity surged their hot blood, even dispelling their initial fear. But as screams rang out and brothers were hit, this sharp spirit immediately faded. Muskets couldn't fire continuously; after one shot, they had to run back to the starting position to reload. Fortunately, the injured brothers didn't have fatal wounds and didn't need carrying. "Fuck your mother!" One cursed loudly as he retreated with the main group.

Wang Jingwei suddenly remembered the earlier agreement of five volleys. Amidst the gunfire from the He Family Fort wall, he asked, panting slightly, "How many shots have we fired?"

"Must be at least seven or eight, right?" the brothers beside him answered.

"Seven or eight? Has the Big Head sent anyone to say anything?" Wang Jingwei realized he had been so busy he was dizzy and had actually forgotten the prior agreement.

"Yeah, Big Brother Bai told us to fire five shots. We've done seven or eight," other brothers chimed in.

"Shall we wait then?" someone suggested.

"This gun barrel is going to burn someone to death. Let's wait for the barrels to cool down," another suggested, considering weapon maintenance.

"Then let's wait," Wang Jingwei agreed with the brothers' opinion.

When they were firing earlier, no one came to manage them. Now, at the moment of intense exchange of fire, Wang Jingwei and the others hadn't rested for long when someone ran over. It was too dark to see clearly who it was, but the newcomer shouted, "Hurry up and go fire!"

The brothers were unhappy upon hearing this. Ignoring who it was, someone immediately said, "We've fired a good many rounds. Even if we don't rest, these gun barrels need to cool down."

The newcomer was obviously angered by this. "How long has it been cooling? Even red-hot iron would be cold by now, right? Hurry up."

The crowd heard that this person meant to force everyone to brave the concentrated fire from the wall to go shoot. Who would be willing to do that? "Who are you?" someone immediately asked.

"Who are you?!" The newcomer became even more annoyed.

Wang Jingwei had already recognized the voice. It was Ding Wansong, the second-in-command in the current group. Ding Wansong had come to join Bai Lang with his own team. Wang Jingwei didn't want a conflict, so he quickly said, "It's Big Brother Ding Wansong, isn't it?"

"It is me," Ding Wansong said grumpily.

The brothers following Wang Jingwei were all Bai Lang's men; they didn't really acknowledge Ding Wansong. With the firepower from the wall so fierce now, someone immediately challenged, "Why don't you go fight!"

Although Ding Wansong's face couldn't be seen clearly in the night, Wang Jingwei knew things were going wrong. If it were Bai Lang ordering these brothers to exchange fire with the people on the wall, everyone would have to listen regardless of what they thought. Or if Wang Jingwei and the brothers charged to the front to fire together—since he was leading the team, if he took the lead, probably more than half would follow him.

But Ding Wansong was neither their direct leader nor had he gone through life and death with them. For him to jump out like this and order everyone to go fire, people certainly wouldn't accept it. However, Ding Wansong's status wasn't low. To come personally and get snapped at like this—he certainly wouldn't be able to save face. If this continued, things were going to go wrong.
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News of Bai Lang's assault on New Year's Eve did not reach Chen Ke's secretariat until the sixth day of the lunar new year. At that time, Chen Ke was presiding over a work meeting to discuss the agenda for 1912. He flipped through documents while listening to Wu Xingchen speak.

"Comrades still don't completely understand the Rectification Campaign. Many feel that the organization might be wronging these dismissed comrades. I think the Party organization needs to explain things clearly to everyone," Wu Xingchen asked.

There were five people at the meeting: Wu Xingchen, Chen Tianhua, Chen Ke, Shang Yuan, and Chai Qingguo. The top Party, government, and military leaders of Huaihai were all gathered here.

"Explain what? Do we have to explain the reasons one by one?" Chen Tianhua, who was in charge of Party affairs, was dismissive of Wu Xingchen's suggestion. "Explaining to the comrades is useless. We must make them understand *why* the Party organization is doing this. The key to the Party organization is the grassroots. Obeying discipline does not mean the organization's power structure flows from top to bottom; rather, Party organizations at all levels are selected from the grassroots. If grassroots comrades still feel that the Party organization is arranged from the top down, it only proves one thing: the Party organization has turned into a feudal bureaucratic system. It becomes a matter of 'power distribution' rather than democratic centralism."

The People's Party had explicitly opposed the concept of power distribution within the Party for two years, but two years was hardly enough to change political patterns formed over thousands of years in China. "Learn the literary and martial arts, and sell them to the Imperial Family." Because the Imperial Family controlled the foundation of power, if one wanted to become a power-holder, one had to rely on power distribution to complete the political operation. This idea was deeply accumulating in the hearts of the Chinese people.

Chen Tianhua had grasped this issue, so he completely understood Chen Ke's thinking. "Comrade Wu Xingchen, the point right now isn't to explain why these comrades were removed, but to make the grassroots comrades realize what the organizational model of our People's Party actually is. If they can't understand this, many comrades will think we are like feudal emperors, looking for excuses to kill ministers. Is that actually the case? It is not the case at all."

Wu Xingchen frowned. "Comrade Tianhua, what you say is correct, but right now many comrades *do* feel like we are killing ministers. I don't know about your side, but I have a lot of comrades coming to me to plead for mercy. I've worn out my tongue explaining, but the more I explain, the more many comrades think I'm just making excuses. Some even pat their chests and tell me they are willing to guarantee Comrade So-and-so with their own heads. I'm not saying the grassroots comrades shouldn't understand the Party's organization, but I feel we must first stabilize everyone's mindset. We can't just drop all other work to conduct a thorough rectification, can we?"

"Why not?" Chen Tianhua asked.

"You..." Wu Xingchen could feel Chen Tianhua's confrontational stance, but this rectification was initiated by Chen Ke, and Wu Xingchen did not want to come into direct conflict with Chen Ke.

Seeing this, Chai Qingguo hurriedly interjected. "I've also encountered quite a few people pleading for mercy here. The comrades' emotions are very unstable right now. We can't just say nothing. Chairman Chen, you have to speak up."

When Chen Ke was born, the Party had already changed its line; the original "taking class struggle as the key link" had been thoroughly discarded. He knew about "Strike Hard" campaigns and anti-corruption, but he had little understanding of "Rectification." It wasn't until he personally launched a rectification campaign that he realized just how difficult it was.

Patting their chests to guarantee other comrades with their lives, hoping to restore these dismissed comrades to their original posts—the number of people coming to Chen Ke to plead was by no means small. Not only did people come directly to Chen Ke, but some even went to Chen Ke's wife, He Ying. This surprised Chen Ke considerably. From his heart, Chen Ke had absolutely no intention of purging people for the sake of it. But the words of his comrades sent chills down his spine.

"Chairman Chen, Comrade XX has a thousand faults, but he is still loyal to the Chairman and loyal to the revolution."

"Comrade XX was wronged. He was just angry and confused at the time, that's why he spoke nonsense."

"Chairman Chen, Comrade XX did offend some soldiers, but he meant well and had no other intentions."

"Chairman Chen, I've earned so many war merits. I don't ask for anything else, I just beg you to let Comrade XX off."

Originally, Chen Ke felt that the People's Party was organized with relatively advanced revolutionary concepts. He really hadn't expected that he was ridiculously mistaken. Chen Ke had read many "truth articles" describing rectification and purges as "Red Terror." He had to admit, those articles actually provided him with a good perspective. In those "truth articles," rectification and purges were considered "personnel struggles." Chen Ke finally understood now: in rectification and purges, a significant portion of comrades indeed viewed it that way. And definitely more than half of the comrades worried that the rectification and purge would implicate them through "personnel struggles."

Historically, rectification and purges did indeed kill quite a few people, but looking at it now, one absolutely could not say the initiators had no reason. The Chinese consciousness of feudal power distribution and traditional "meritorious official" thinking put a pressure on Chen Ke that far exceeded his own imagination. Of course, Chen Ke also gradually understood why Chairman Mao, who had experienced tragic purges, proposed the policy of "kill none, arrest few" during the Yan'an Rectification Movement. If one lost their official position, they could still be educated with revolutionary concepts. Once the killing started, it wouldn't stop at just a few people. Rectification cadres would make heads roll, and in the end, the rectification cadres themselves would lose their heads; this was not an extremely rare occurrence.

Chen Ke was truly grateful for Chairman Mao's greatness. He didn't dare compare himself to Newton—Newton only dared to say he stood on the shoulders of giants. Chen Ke considered himself at most a junior following behind Chairman Mao. But merely looking at the footprints of these great men, Chen Ke felt he had gained so much knowledge and strength.

Since Chai Qingguo had asked him, Chen Ke replied, "I also feel we need to explain to the broad mass of comrades. We must give the comrades an answer." Chen Ke spoke up. "However, what we need to explain is not why we removed these specific comrades, but to explain the organizational discipline of our People's Party and the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army. Why did we establish such a set of organizational disciplines? What exactly are the principles behind establishing this set of organizational disciplines?"

Hearing this, Wu Xingchen's expression darkened slightly. He could naturally hear that Chen Ke was supporting Chen Tianhua.

Chen Ke softened his expression before continuing. "With truth, one can walk the world; without truth, one cannot move an inch. The key now is: what 'truth' do the comrades actually recognize? I believe that after so long, everyone knows something about the truth of the people's revolution, and everyone also knows something about the truth of traditional feudal power distribution. The key now is that people don't think these two truths are incompatible like fire and water; they don't think these are two fundamentally opposite truths. Since we've encountered this situation, we must make the comrades thoroughly understand the relationship between these two truths. Otherwise, everything is in vain."

Chai Qingguo didn't hesitate; he continued to ask, "Right now, the comrades simply don't realize that much. As I see it, everyone is facing a choice: which is more important, brothers-in-arms or organizational discipline? In my view, a significant number of comrades think brothers-in-arms are more important. How do we explain this?"

"Is it that the brother-in-arms is important, or that the *official position* of the brother-in-arms is important? I think that is one of the keys, isn't it?" Chen Ke asked rhetorically, with a sense of frustration that they weren't living up to expectations.

Hearing this, the other four cadres fell silent. To a considerable extent, Chen Ke had pointed out the fact and the truth. It wasn't that they hadn't considered this, they were just embarrassed to say it outright.

"Let's discuss this matter later. What I want to say now is that this year we might move troops against Hunan or Henan to expand the base area. Although it may not be urgent, we must determine a strategic direction so the General Staff can make relevant plans."

Being able to put aside the rectification issue for now made Wu Xingchen feel a sense of relief. He organized his thoughts slightly and spoke first. "Is it Hunan or Henan? We must first determine a target. If we march into Henan, we will tear off the mask with Yuan Shikai. At this time, I feel it is particularly inappropriate."

Out of considerations for the war, Wu Xingchen basically disagreed with using force against Henan so soon.

Shang Yuan was from Henan, so he was extremely interested in returning to his hometown. "There are too many benefits to taking Henan. From Yuan Shikai's perspective, Henan is surrounded by us on three sides. But from our perspective, Henan is a knife pressed against our waist. Take Henan, and the situation becomes completely different. Strategically, this is a step that must be completed."

Chai Qingguo disagreed with Shang Yuan's opinion. "If we have the effort to attack Henan, we might as well take Shandong. At least we could link Qingdao with the base area. Otherwise, with rail transport stuck in Beiyang's hands and the industrial center of Qingdao surrounded by Beiyang, it's a bit too uncomfortable."

Shang Yuan naturally stuck to his view. "Henan is already full of beacons of unrest. The intelligence department has received news that due to tax issues, spontaneous uprisings are occurring everywhere in Henan. Not only can the common people of Henan not bear it, but now even the landlords in Henan can't bear such high taxes."

"Has Secretary Shang contacted his family?" Chai Qingguo asked with a hint of malice. Shang Yuan's family was a major landlord in Shangqiu, which everyone knew.

Shang Yuan acted as if he hadn't heard the implication in Chai Qingguo's words. "Part of the news came through channels, but when it comes to land reform, you don't need to worry about my family. Land reform will be carried out as it should be. I won't obstruct land reform because of family matters."

"Right now, we don't have that many cadres to commit to Henan and Hunan. The rectification issue within the base area hasn't even been resolved yet. Expanding the base area now is just asking for trouble. What if those cadres ask to redeem themselves through service? What then?" As the Director of the Political Department, Chen Tianhua considered it from a different angle.

Chen Ke had finished flipping through the materials by this time. He put down the document and said, "If Henan falls into great chaos, we should march into Henan. Maintaining order, calming the situation—there are plenty of reasons. But these two provinces must be taken as soon as possible. War preparations cannot be delayed at all."

"Whose information is this?" Wu Xingchen asked. News that could distract Chen Ke during a meeting shouldn't be ordinary.

Chen Ke handed the document to Wu Xingchen. "This is news of a local peasant uprising in Henan. What I want to discuss in this meeting is: if the local rebel armies in Henan request our intervention, what do we do?"
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"A year's plan starts with spring." Many things had to be planned at the beginning of the year. By the second day of the meeting, Chen Ke noticed that Chai Qingguo's expression was a bit unpleasant, as if he were angry with someone.

"What's wrong? Even if someone came to your door pleading for favors, you don't need to be this angry," Chen Ke asked with a smile.

The gentle words of comfort did not make Chai Qingguo relax in the slightest. He turned his face away slightly, his expression looking even worse. The other four comrades knew something was wrong; Chai Qingguo must have encountered some trouble.

"Speak your mind," Wu Xingchen was the first to ask. There had been too many troublesome matters recently, and Wu Xingchen could not bear any more sudden accidents.

At Wu Xingchen's question, Chai Qingguo opened his mouth with a face full of anger. "This time we plan to use troops against Henan. I can guarantee that I haven't said a word to anyone, and I don't recall anyone mentioning this matter in front of me. However, yesterday someone came to me to plead for leniency, and actually mentioned that we might use troops against Henan, hoping I could give a certain person a chance. Chairman Chen, leaders, if you think I said anything, you are free to investigate me. But for such meeting content, someone actually dared to leak it. This must be investigated."

The other four comrades changed their expressions simultaneously. The People's Party didn't actually have many secrets. For policies and systems, the Party was only afraid that the propaganda wasn't sufficient; there was no issue of secrecy. What needed to be kept secret were plans for struggle against the enemy. At least until now, there had been no leaks. And certainly, there had never been a leak from such a high-level meeting.

After a brief silence, Chen Tianhua asked, "Who came to find you?"

Chai Qingguo had a look of "hating iron for not becoming steel." "He doesn't have that many schemes; he must have been deceived by someone else."

Hearing Chai Qingguo say this, the first name that popped into everyone's mind was "Pang Zi."

Wu Xingchen asked with a stern face, "Is that person Pang Zi?"

Chai Qingguo knew this matter couldn't be hidden. If it were anyone else, he would have detained them long ago. But Pang Zi was his old brother, and a Division Commander. Chai Qingguo was a Corps Commander; he wasn't sure if he could just directly detain Pang Zi like that. When Wu Xingchen asked, Chai Qingguo nodded in confirmation. "He said he was pleading for leniency in advance. Pang Zi has many faults, and his understanding isn't high. But I don't believe Pang Zi would deliberately inquire about such confidential issues. He's too lazy."

If anyone else had said this, Wu Xingchen would probably have started lecturing them immediately. But with Chai Qingguo saying it, Wu Xingchen laughed coldly out of anger. "If you were truly worried about Pang Zi making bigger mistakes, you should have detained him right then. Are you letting him go out to continue spouting nonsense?"

"Brother Wu, it's not like you don't know Pang Zi's temper. If I detain him and try to reason with him, do you think he'll speak the truth? We'd just be tangling with him endlessly."

"You..." Wu Xingchen was choked by Chai Qingguo's blunt words. Wu Xingchen had truly experienced Pang Zi's personality, so he could understand Chai Qingguo's actions. If one had to say it, Pang Zi was a stubborn donkey who always thought highly of himself—a complete fool who would "help count the money after being sold." You couldn't say he wasn't smart, but his smarts never seemed to work for his own good. Pang Zi knew very well that Wu Xingchen and Chai Qingguo didn't actually want to hurt him, so Pang Zi felt he should "take responsibility" in front of others. This personality often made Wu Xingchen's teeth itch with anger.

"Sigh!" Wu Xingchen squeezed a sound out of his throat through gritted teeth. The strategic work meeting, which had been going well, could no longer continue. With a leak problem, how could they continue the meeting? Wu Xingchen asked with a cold face, "Comrade Chai Qingguo, what did you say to Pang Zi last night?"

Chai Qingguo answered very crisply, "I said, Comrade Pang Zi, how did you know this news? This is high-level secret meeting content. Knowing it now means there has been a leak. I told Pang Zi to immediately find Comrade Wu Xingchen to report this matter."

Everyone's eyes fell on Wu Xingchen's face. Wu Xingchen's face flushed red. If Pang Zi had come to find Wu Xingchen to report this matter that night, or early this morning, the leak could naturally have been disassociated from Pang Zi. But Pang Zi hadn't appeared until now. No wonder even Chai Qingguo dared not take responsibility for Pang Zi anymore.

The faint resentment towards Chai Qingguo in Wu Xingchen's heart dissipated completely. Whether from organizational rules or brotherhood, Chai Qingguo had done his utmost.

At this moment, Chen Ke interjected at just the right time. "Comrades, we shouldn't view the problem too severely just because Comrade Pang Zi is a Division Commander. As long as he didn't intentionally pry into and leak information, this mistake is very common. On the contrary, for us, the news definitely leaked from our surroundings. Whether intentional or unintentional, direct or indirect, we definitely have responsibility. Now let's first recall where the leak might have occurred. I'll speak first; I am the most suspicious."

After some discussion and recollection, everyone believed they hadn't directly mentioned anything related to strategic assumptions. Chai Qingguo and Shang Yuan were ruled out first; they weren't directly involved in this military plan. As long as they didn't mention it verbally, it should be impossible to leak. Wu Xingchen was also roughly ruled out. Listing his itinerary after the meeting on the blackboard, Wu Xingchen carefully recalled every detail and shouldn't have mentioned any relevant situations. However, Wu Xingchen remembered casually asking the Chief of Staff if there were any abnormal movements in Henan. If the Chief of Staff were attentive, he might have discovered some clues.

Chen Tianhua believed that if he had a possibility of leaking, it was mentioning to cadres of the Political Security Department that with so many current cadre issues, now really wasn't a good time to expand the base area.

After the four comrades finished speaking, Chen Ke talked about his own situation. Recently he had been collecting a lot of intelligence on Henan, so from the intelligence department to his secretary and guards, everyone could see these situations. The news likely leaked from these two links.

Chen Tianhua's face had become extremely ugly. Managing secretaries and guards was the work of the Political Security Department. Absolutely no news was allowed to be leaked; this was one of the most basic disciplines. He said with a face full of anger, "I'll send someone to investigate this immediately."

Chen Ke waved his hand. "Don't rush. Call Comrade Pang Zi over first and ask him."

Wu Xingchen lowered his gaze. After discussing for so long, Pang Zi still hadn't appeared. This couldn't be said that Chen Ke hadn't given Pang Zi a chance. Looking at the time, it was almost noon. Even if Pang Zi did nothing last night, there should have been a result from pursuing this matter during the day. Raising his head, Wu Xingchen said, "I'll give the order."

When Pang Zi appeared at the door led by the guard, he was stunned. It seemed Pang Zi hadn't expected to be brought into such a high-level meeting. Wu Xingchen had specifically instructed the guard that if Pang Zi asked where they were going, the guard could only answer that Commander Wu Xingchen invited Pang Zi over.

Soon, Pang Zi's eyes fell on Chai Qingguo. Pang Zi's cheek twitched involuntarily. Wearing a fearful expression of knowing he was wrong, Pang Zi stepped into the room.

"Comrade Pang Zi, do you know what we want to ask you?" Wu Xingchen spoke.

Pang Zi hesitated, looking like he didn't want to admit it. After waiting for three minutes, Pang Zi was still tongue-tied.

Wu Xingchen really didn't know what to say. He said gently, "Comrade Pang Zi, as the Commander of the Huaihai Provincial Military District, I formally notify you that you are now suspended. Go with the guard to handle the suspension procedures and honestly accept the investigation."

"Wh... why?" Pang Zi was stunned.

Wu Xingchen didn't want to say anything more. He continued calmly, "Nothing. As the Military District Commander, I have this authority. I used this authority. You go now."

Pang Zi stared at Wu Xingchen, then looked at Chai Qingguo and Chen Ke beside him. His lips trembled as he said, "Commander Wu, I did say some things, but you can't make me sell out my brothers."

Wu Xingchen waved his hand helplessly. He said in an almost despairing tone, "You don't need to say anything now. Someone will ask you during the investigation. If you really want to talk, say it then."

Pang Zi's eyes were red. "Brother Wu, what time is this? You can't make me sell out my brothers behind their backs, right?"

Wu Xingchen turned his face away and stopped looking at Pang Zi. "Guard, take Comrade Pang Zi down."

From when Pang Zi was brought in to when he was taken away, the other four people didn't say a word. No one took the initiative to give Pang Zi an out or let him explain at the meeting. After Pang Zi's figure, full of grief and indignation, disappeared outside the courtyard gate, Chen Tianhua tentatively asked, "Should we let the comrades from the People's Internal Affairs Committee participate this time?"

Chen Ke's face was also completely calm. "This isn't a contradiction between ourselves and the enemy right now; it belongs to the category of organizational discipline issues. Investigate the discipline issue clearly first."

Hearing Chen Ke say this, Chen Tianhua breathed a sigh of relief. His tone was full of helplessness. "Then how do we explain Comrade Pang Zi's issue to the comrades? I think everyone will feel there's some background to this matter."

Chen Ke replied calmly, "Just tell the truth. While many comrades will think there are unknown secrets in the Rectification Campaign, many comrades will also believe that the Party organization's resolution isn't engaging in some personnel struggle."

"Many comrades have made contributions to the revolution," Chen Tianhua couldn't help but remind Chen Ke very implicitly.

"Who is denying their contributions?" Chen Ke asked back.

Chen Tianhua was choked by these words and didn't know how to answer for a moment. Shang Yuan took over the conversation. "I am a bit worried. with such large-scale personnel changes, some ambitious comrades will definitely jump out. We must guard against attempts to completely knock these comrades down with one blow."

"We aren't giving a final verdict on these comrades. They are being removed from their posts now because they made mistakes. They were able to become leading cadres because they had corresponding achievements. These are two different matters. This Rectification Campaign needs the organization to establish a basic concept: whether promotion or removal, it is just about the matter at hand. We neither dig up old scores nor erase contributions. Our Party repeatedly talks about seeking truth from facts. The contributions of these comrades are history, facts that have already happened. Relative to the present, they are existing history. Similarly, their mistakes are also factual occurrences. As a materialist, it's impossible to make things that have already happened become non-existent. That is deceiving oneself. Closing one's eyes doesn't make the sky go dark," Chen Ke answered decisively.

"Does that mean we won't pursue the responsibility of those who pleaded for leniency?" Chai Qingguo asked.

Chen Ke smiled bitterly. "Comrade Chai Qingguo, I was quite moved by your unwillingness to let everyone have preconceived notions about Comrade Pang Zi just now. I felt quite warm in my heart. No one wants their friends, relatives, or comrades-in-arms around them to have problems. We don't want them to suffer any unfair treatment. This is human nature, and I think it is understandable."

Chai Qingguo sighed slightly. "Chairman Chen, it seems you still aren't willing to let those pleaders off."

Chen Ke replied, "Because I don't know what kind of thoughts they held when they came to plead. So I have no evaluation of this. We also can't have preconceived notions about these comrades. Seeking truth from facts is enough."

The discussion continued for quite a while before adjourning. Before leaving, Wu Xingchen applied to question Pang Zi personally. "I think Pang Zi, this Division Commander, has to be suspended for a while. Who should take over the position of Division Commander?"

Chen Ke answered without hesitation, "This is the authority of the Military Commission. Let the Military Commission meeting decide. For now, the Political Commissar will concurrently serve as the Division Commander."

Recalling what Chen Ke had said, Wu Xingchen walked towards the Cavalry Division Headquarters in low spirits. He really didn't want to face Pang Zi. It wasn't because he felt ashamed that Pang Zi, widely recognized as a member of the Wu Xingchen faction, had gotten into trouble. Wu Xingchen felt it would be hard to make Pang Zi understand Wu Xingchen's own feelings. With Pang Zi's attitude, he would definitely view the Rectification Campaign as a purge.

Sure enough, as Wu Xingchen expected, when he faced Pang Zi and demanded to know who told Pang Zi the news that the base area was going to use troops against Henan, Pang Zi said with a face full of "shouldering justice on iron shoulders": "Commander Wu, if I say who said it now, won't you guys just persecute that brother to death? If you want to punish someone, just punish me. I won't participate in such things."

Wu Xingchen had anticipated Pang Zi would say this beforehand. He said patiently, "Pang Zi, don't you hate Yuan Shikai to the bone, wishing you could cut him into a thousand pieces? You won't say this person's name now. If this news continues to leak and eventually becomes known to Yuan Shikai, then I can only say that you, Pang Zi, are Yuan Shikai's accomplice. Don't you hate Yuan Shikai at all?"

Pang Zi never expected Wu Xingchen to say this. His face quickly turned red from holding it in. After a moment of silence, Pang Zi said in a rough voice, "I believe this comrade would absolutely not tell the news to Yuan Shikai."

Wu Xingchen was extremely tall. Even sitting there, he was more than half a head taller than Pang Zi. He looked down at Pang Zi and asked slowly, "Comrade Pang Zi, how many Beiyang spies have we caught? Including in your Cavalry Division, you've caught spies too, right? How can you guarantee there are no Beiyang spies in our troops? How can you guarantee this news won't be known by Beiyang spies?"

Pang Zi remained silent on this question.

Wu Xingchen waited for a moment and continued asking, "Comrade Pang Zi, don't be silent. Say whatever you're thinking. Does your silence mean you default that you actually don't hate Yuan Shikai?"

Pang Zi pursed his lips tightly, the expression on his face becoming more and more aggrieved. After a while, Pang Zi's eyes turned red. He twitched his mouth, managed to hold back his tears with difficulty, and then spoke, "Commander Wu, if you want to purge people, just say it directly. You don't need to find so many excuses. And you don't need to pin so many crimes on me. I went to see Chai Qingguo just to vouch for some people, that they aren't bad people. Look at what things have become now. Rumors are everywhere in the troops. As soon as someone speaks, it's about who is a big villain. Commander Wu, you know who these comrades are; they aren't bad people."
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Pang Zi refused to answer who had leaked the news, and Wu Xingchen was helpless. During this Rectification Movement, many cadres in the army had been removed from their posts precisely because of their warlord style of beating and cursing soldiers. As the Commander of the Military Region, Wu Xingchen could not take the lead in making this mistake himself. Moreover, he did not believe that beating and cursing would be effective.

Wu Xingchen said patiently, "Comrade Pang Zi, do you think we can't find out who came to see you? The time between the end of the meeting and when you went to speak to Chai Qingguo about this matter was very short. It wouldn't be difficult at all to find the leaker."

"Humph!" Pang Zi sneered, but did not reply.

Wu Xingchen's heart skipped a beat. Chen Ke had openly admitted that the leak most likely came from his side. The comrades at the meeting thought so too. Everyone felt that the best-case scenario was that someone had obtained intelligence while the meeting was in session, leading to the leak. While such an incident was serious, it wasn't really a big deal; it was purely a disciplinary issue and wouldn't involve too many people.

The tricky part was if someone had deduced the future strategic direction based on Chen Ke's actions, leading to the leak. This would not be as simple as just finding the "leaker". It would mean there was a problem with the entire organizational structure, and the entire structure would have to be rectified. Against the backdrop of the Rectification Movement, if a comprehensive rectification of intelligence and security work were to be added, the scope of the movement would become terrifyingly large. Wu Xingchen knew that some comrades could understand the Rectification Movement, but he also knew that even more comrades would misunderstand it.

Wu Xingchen understood Pang Zi very well. He could tell that Pang Zi's sneer was highly likely because the leaker hadn't obtained the intelligence at the meeting, but had deduced that the People's Party might use force against Henan through their own summary of intelligence.

"Pang Zi, do you really think the leak isn't important? That our intelligence security isn't important? If this intelligence is obtained by Yuan Shikai, and they make corresponding deployments in advance, our military operations against Henan will suffer many unnecessary losses. This isn't a matter of money or supplies; this will be the lives of many comrades! You mustn't be mistaken about this point."

"Yuan Shikai is nothing!" Pang Zi replied with a sneer. "Not to mention now, even the year before last when I led troops to Hebei, if we had really attacked from two sides, could Yuan Shikai have crossed the Yellow River and retreated to Beijing? Now we've even fought foreigners. In Qingdao, the Germans had plenty of cannons and continuous bunkers. Didn't we take it down all the same? If I said my cavalry division could annihilate the Beiyang Army, that would be bragging. But our single division could definitely sweep through Shandong or Henan. They simply can't withstand a fight."

Wu Xingchen had long known that Pang Zi would definitely say something like this. He sneered, "Humph! Comrade Pang Zi, hearing you speak, I feel like you're not leading the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army. You're clearly leading your own bandits."

Mocked by Wu Xingchen like this, Pang Zi's face immediately flushed red. "I killed the Qing forces in Hebei so hard they didn't dare leave Beijing city. I also had war merits in the fight for Qingdao. Brother Wu, what do you mean by this?"

Wu Xingchen gave a huge sneer, and then his expression instantly became serious, even a bit ferocious. He shot to his feet and slammed his palm on the table. Pointing at Pang Zi's nose, Wu Xingchen asked, "Pang Zi, who the fuck do you think you are? Did you contribute a single cent to establishing the cavalry division? You've raised a force yourself before; don't you know how much it costs to establish a cavalry division of several thousand men? When you were raising a force in Nangong County with Comrade Tianhua, you monopolized the escort business for the whole of Nangong County, but how many men did you support? Was it five hundred?! Where did the chicken, duck, fish, and meat you ate come from? Did you, Pang Zi, buy it? Wasn't it all supplied to you by the farms Comrade Tianhua set up? Can you manufacture a single bullet yourself? Now you talk about how your cavalry division is this and that. Without the People's Party, without the base areas, would you still have a cavalry division? Are you still asleep?"

This criticism was like a knife; Pang Zi's face instantly turned white. If anyone else had said this, Pang Zi could have pretended not to care, but being rebuked so mercilessly by his own big brother, Wu Xingchen, was completely unacceptable to him.

Wu Xingchen was practically mad with anger. He no longer wanted to care about Pang Zi's "dignity". His chest was now filled with uncontrollable rage. While slamming the table, he shouted, "Pang Zi, you're a man too. Pat your chest and ask yourself, can the cavalry division not fight without you? I'm not even talking about if you wanted to take the team and leave alone—you couldn't take a single person with you. Even if your entire cavalry division went out, without the Staff Department, without the Logistics Department, what could you do out there besides being bandits? If you really think you, Pang Zi, are so amazing, fine! I can order the cavalry division to assemble right now. You, Pang Zi, can ride your high horse and tell the comrades that you want to start your own force and are no longer a member of the People's Party from now on. I, Wu Xingchen, can guarantee in the name of the Commander of the Huaihai Military Region that we will happily see off anyone who wants to leave."

Hearing these words, Pang Zi's face turned not just pale, but his whole body began to tremble.

This outburst from Wu Xingchen also served to calm his emotions somewhat. "Comrade Pang Zi, you explain this matter clearly to the comrades who will question you later today. Or you don't have to explain; you can just leave."

Ignoring Pang Zi's reaction, Wu Xingchen turned and left the cavalry division headquarters.

***

Chen Ke frowned slightly after hearing Wu Xingchen's report. Wu Xingchen lowered his head. "Chairman Chen, I've always felt that Pang Zi is a good brother, and he was very capable as a division commander. I was too lenient with him on this point. I am willing to accept responsibility."

Chen Ke waved his hand at Wu Xingchen. "No rush on that. I think the issue of good guys and bad guys raised by Comrade Pang Zi is very good."

For a young person from the 21st century, in that atmosphere of anti-tradition and youthful impetuousness, "good guys" and "bad guys" were no longer the standard for evaluating people. If someone said "So-and-so is a bad guy," they would often be considered to have poor insight. If someone patted their chest and said, "I am a bad guy," people wouldn't actually think he was a bad guy, but rather that he was being "too silly".

However, in China a hundred years ago, "good guy" and "bad guy" were still standards for evaluating a person, perhaps even the most important standards. The problem with this standard was that if a person was a recognized "bad guy", and if they were beaten to death... well, they were beaten to death. No one would care. Chen Ke had never been someone who focused on "criminal rights", but he also didn't believe that a "moral court" could arbitrarily decide matters of life and death.

Chen Ke asked Wu Xingchen to sit down before saying, "Comrade Wu Xingchen, hearing Comrade Pang Zi put it that way, I feel his mindset represents the thoughts of a portion of the comrades. They probably don't fear punishment, but they are completely unwilling to be 'bad guys'."

Wu Xingchen couldn't keep up with Chen Ke's train of thought for a moment. After pondering for a while, he asked in surprise, "Chairman Chen means, one thing is one thing? No implications involved?"

"A person's thoughts are not isolated. Any thought is a manifestation of their entire ideological system. However, we cannot completely resolve ideological problems right now. Because we lack many of the necessary material conditions. Divorced from material conditions, simply emphasizing ideological realms means that only a tiny minority of people can pass the test. Therefore, I think what Comrade Pang Zi said this time is very good. We must explain to the cadres and masses in the base areas that any matter has a beginning and an end. We will not seize on someone's minor mistakes and refuse to let go, nor will we dredge up old grievances, and we certainly won't settle scores after the harvest. We won't mention the terms 'good guy' or 'bad guy', because the masses currently believe that good guys don't make mistakes, and those who make mistakes are bad guys. Regardless of how they require themselves to act, this is how they require others. So, let's not get involved with good guys and bad guys. We only require that there must be an explanation and an accounting for the current matter. What do you think?"

Wu Xingchen couldn't digest Chen Ke's long speech immediately. This era was indeed an era of struggle between "good guys" and "bad guys". When counter-revolutionaries were killed in the base areas, besides explaining clearly according to regulations, many cadres also had to label these guys as "big villains" to prove that the base area was extremely justified in killing them. The masses were very satisfied with the People's Party's propaganda praising the laboring masses, because this propaganda acknowledged that the common people were "good guys", and the common people naturally liked that.

The reason many comrades were currently very resistant to the Rectification Movement, as Pang Zi's words hit the nail on the head, was because these mistakes might directly categorize them into the ranks of "bad guys". Good guys could kill bad guys; this was an axiom in this era. Even if just for their own sake, no one wanted to fall into the ranks of "bad guys" who could be "arbitrarily slaughtered by good guys".

"I think this is excellent!" Wu Xingchen nodded repeatedly after figuring out the key points. "But Chairman Chen, if we do this, what reasoning do we use to explain it to the comrades and the masses?"

The reasoning Wu Xingchen referred to was the basic concepts of the base area's political and social philosophy. Chen Ke smiled. "Explain it using socialist concepts. The driving force of human social progress is productive forces, and revolution is to liberate productive forces to the maximum extent. In the final analysis, it comes down to the word 'labor'."

The two talked for a good while on this topic. Wu Xingchen hadn't discussed philosophical issues so candidly with Chen Ke for a long time. As he listened, he felt that his own understanding of the socialist system had quite a few misconceptions.

Labor is the only way to create wealth. Viewed from this angle, society is naturally divided into two opposing classes: the exploiting class and the exploited class. The traditional Chinese method of dividing people into good guys and bad guys loses its basis for existence under such a clear-cut method of division.

In the People's Party, making a mistake—as long as one hasn't become part of the exploiting class and escalated the contradiction to a "contradiction between the enemy and us"—has nothing to do with being a good guy or a bad guy; it is a "contradiction among the people". It is stated clearly in "On Contradiction": contradictions between the masses and the feudal system are resolved using the methods of democratic revolution; contradictions within the Communist Party are resolved using the method of criticism and self-criticism. As long as a cadre does not directly degenerate into a "bad guy" or an "enemy", this contradiction can be accepted by a significant number of comrades who have been removed from their posts during the rectification.

After receiving clear instructions from Chen Ke, Wu Xingchen said excitedly, "I will go discuss this with Comrade Chen Tianhua right now."

"Good," Chen Ke replied. "But Comrade Wu Xingchen, I truly hope that in the future, comrades can first come up with their own views on issues, because it is not just the comrades who must follow basic political concepts; I must follow these basic political concepts as well."

Wu Xingchen suddenly felt an inexplicable emotion. He gave Chen Ke a serious military salute and answered loudly, "Yes!"
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"I've never been a bad person," Lu Kaiwen said loudly. He hadn't expected the comrade speaking with him to bring up this topic. Ever since he was dismissed for practicing fraud, Lu Kaiwen had been on pins and needles. A proper Regimental Commander, though not reduced to a prisoner, had suddenly been stripped of all duties and forced to undergo investigation and criticism. The most painful part was having to perform "self-criticism."

In Lu Kaiwen's view, making Chairman Chen Ke, whom all comrades respected, feel happy should have been a great achievement. Yet in the eyes of the Political Department comrades, this was precisely an unforgivable sin.

When he was first detained, Lu Kaiwen had tried to argue, and a fierce conflict had erupted.

"What is wrong with wanting to make Chairman Chen happy? With just a little preparation, we could have completed a huge amount of work in a single day. I don't think this even counts as fraud; we really could have done it!" Lu Kaiwen believed he was right.

The Political Department comrade replied, "The daily workload is scheduled. If you disrupt the work schedule, will the subsequent work be affected? It definitely will be. If the comrades of a regiment don't rest well, can everyone truly be happy? If everyone is unhappy, will Chairman Chen be happy? By messing around like this, even if you momentarily deceived Chairman Chen, could the comrades of other units be happy? Comrade Lu Kaiwen, what you wanted wasn't even for Chairman Chen alone to be happy. You wanted the praise and rewards after Chairman Chen was happy. Your personal honor and happiness were built on the unhappiness of many people, even on the unhappiness of all comrades participating in the project. Do you think what you did was right?"

Faced with such a head-on blow, Lu Kaiwen quickly changed his tune. "Our regiment was already doing well; I just wanted to do better. It's almost New Year's, and we'll be resting soon anyway. A moment of fatigue could quickly be recovered from."

"The arrangement of the project progress is planned centrally by the headquarters. It's not something you can just do however you want. If you say this now, why didn't you submit an adjustment to the work progress to the headquarters earlier? Why did you suddenly act on your own authority? Comrade Lu Kaiwen, you are being dishonest. You made a mistake earlier, and instead of hurrying to recognize this mistake, you continue to weave excuses. You are continuing to make mistakes. If you still want to continue proving that your actions were correct, then stop speaking. We aren't stopping you because we won't listen to your explanation, but because continuing to speak like this will do you no good."

Since the conversation had reached this point, the fierce confrontation temporarily ceased.

In several subsequent conversations, Lu Kaiwen first insisted he was not wrong. Later, seeing he couldn't out-argue the Political Department comrades, he reluctantly admitted he had done some things inadequately. But even so, Lu Kaiwen still emphasized that he had merit and had performed excellently throughout the project. Moreover, his intention was not to deceive Chairman Chen Ke, but only to make Chairman Chen Ke happy.

Since Lu Kaiwen still could not recognize his error, the discussion could not proceed. Every conversation was recorded. When Political Department Director Chen Tianhua read Lu Kaiwen's interview record, he couldn't help but write a comment on it: "Dishonest!"

The Political Department comrades naturally felt Lu Kaiwen was dishonest, but they had originally thought that as a Regimental Commander, he couldn't possibly be dishonest to this extent. But as the talks went on, Lu Kaiwen's refusal to admit mistakes when facing problems not only made the comrades angry but even gave them a sense of disgust.

Political Department Director Chen Tianhua arranged for comrades to explain the concept that "the organization does not view comrades as bad people" to those undergoing rectification. The comrades responsible for talking to Lu Kaiwen felt uncertain about this. Sure enough, as soon as they said they didn't consider Lu Kaiwen a bad person, Lu Kaiwen immediately perked up as if clutching a life-saving straw.

"I've never been a bad person. I had no bad intentions in what I did..." Lu Kaiwen said loudly.

"Comrade Lu Kaiwen! Calm down first!" The Political Department comrade immediately interrupted him. "The organization does not consider comrades to be bad people. But the organization also does not believe that not being a bad person means you are a good person. We are talking about problems; we don't care if you are a good or bad person! Just because you are a good person doesn't mean you have no errors. You must recognize the errors you have committed!"

After several days of see-saw battles, Lu Kaiwen didn't dare insist he was faultless. He mumbled somewhat, "What I did indeed made Chairman Chen angry, and it made the comrades of brother units unhappy. I indeed did wrong in this point."

Seeing Lu Kaiwen finally make some progress and admit he was in the wrong, the Political Department comrades felt it was still far from a profound realization. One comrade said somewhat impatiently, "What exactly was wrong? You clearly haven't recognized your error."

The Political Department comrade responsible for the interview waited for the first comrade to finish speaking before opening his mouth. "Comrade Lu Kaiwen, I want to know, what exactly do you care about? Is it your position as Regimental Commander? Do you think that after admitting your mistake, you won't be able to keep this position?"

The Political Department comrades were not only talking to Lu Kaiwen; they had to interview many comrades. These interviews not only enriched the Political Department's experience, but also revealed that comrades like Lu Kaiwen were not a minority. When some comrades who had thoroughly recognized their errors and sincerely admitted them described their ideological changes, quite a few frankly admitted, "I was worried that after admitting the mistake, my official position would be lost. I felt that if I could gloss over my mistake, I could still be reinstated."

The comrades interviewing Lu Kaiwen believed he had this same mindset. Some comrades thought they should just tell Lu Kaiwen bluntly that he shouldn't dream of keeping the Regimental Commander position. But the Political Department didn't want to be so harsh. If this was explained clearly, Lu Kaiwen might just give up on himself when admitting his error. Lu Kaiwen could give up on himself, but the Political Department comrades still wanted to save him. As long as he could recognize he was wrong, truly admit the error, not keep the official position in his heart, but dig deep into the ideological roots and work with the Political Department comrades to understand why he committed such an error.

If he could do that, it would show that Lu Kaiwen was still a qualified revolutionary comrade. Who in this world doesn't make mistakes? If one mistake meant being beaten to death, the People's Party could just kill themselves off first. Even Chairman Chen Ke wouldn't be spared.

However, Lu Kaiwen's performance increasingly made the Political Department comrades feel he truly belonged to the incorrigible category. Even so, they were unwilling to provoke him too much. "Do you think that after admitting your mistake, you won't be able to keep this position?" was already a very subtle way of putting it.

Hearing this, Lu Kaiwen was first stunned. Then his face became extremely ugly. After a long while, he struggled to say, "I have established great merit for the organization. I followed Chairman Chen as a soldier, and I have never feared death in battle. I also care about the comrades and have never been corrupt. I earned this Regimental Commander position with my sword and gun."

The Political Department comrade said gently, "Comrade Lu Kaiwen, the organization recognized your command ability, recognized your past outstanding performance, and recognized your exemplary leading role. That is why you were appointed to the position of Regimental Commander. The organization did not fail to see your past work. Therefore, the result of your past hard work was becoming a Regimental Commander. But that matter has ended here. Don't you feel that way?"

Lu Kaiwen's face turned somewhat pale. He lowered his head and was silent for a long time before looking up and asking, "Then is my merit only worth this one Regimental Commander position? Are my past merits written off at one stroke?"

Seeing Lu Kaiwen finally speak his true feelings, the Political Department comrade felt relieved. His attitude became even gentler. "Comrade Lu Kaiwen, the organization wants us to make it clear to the comrades this time that your achievements will absolutely not be erased. Because it is precisely the hard work of thousands of Party members, cadres, and soldiers that has created the present People's Party and base areas. You participated in creating the history of the People's Party, and you participated in creating the history of China. Closing your eyes doesn't mean it's dark. We not only remember everything you have done, but we also have a specialized Cultural and Historical Office. It is all recorded in the history books of our People's Party."

Hearing this, Lu Kaiwen's expression looked slightly better.

"However, why is history called history? Because it has already ended. No one can go back to yesterday and live it again. We are not talking about your glorious history now; we are talking about the mistake you committed. Up to now, you either talk about personal thoughts or irrelevant history. This is not an attitude to solve the problem. This solves absolutely nothing. The organization removed you from your position, and we came to talk to you about your error of practicing fraud. And based on the principle of criticism and self-criticism, the organization hopes you can clarify your error, find the ideological root, and not commit this kind of error again in the future."

Lu Kaiwen's face turned ugly again. He was silent for a long time before saying, "So my position as Regimental Commander has already been removed? I am nothing now?"

The Political Department comrade couldn't help but sigh. "The order to suspend your duties as Regimental Commander was announced at that time. This means you have long since ceased to be the Regimental Commander."

"Then... then some comrades who came to see me, why did they still address me as Commander Lu?" Lu Kaiwen asked, his lips trembling.

Looking at Lu Kaiwen's miserable state, the Political Department comrade didn't know what expression to use. He could only say gently, "Why the comrades who came to visit you called you that is their own choice. But in terms of organizational relations, you have long since ceased to be the Regimental Commander. Please be clear on this point."

Lu Kaiwen's lips trembled violently. He stared blankly for a long while, then suddenly began to weep aloud.
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The blow of losing his position as Regiment Commander seemed too great. Lu Kaiwen first cried uncontrollably, then admitted he knew he was wrong. He began to ramble about errors he had previously refused to acknowledge, repeating the criticisms the Political Department comrades had made during previous talks, but mixing in his own varied interpretations. The huge contrast in his behavior caught the Political Department comrades somewhat off guard.

In this rambling monologue, Lu Kaiwen not only discussed his mistakes but didn't forget to mention his achievements. The Political Department comrades listened patiently; after so many talks with different people, they had developed—and were forced to have—sufficient patience.

"A few days ago, a fellow townsman of Regiment Commander Chu Deli came to see me and mentioned the troops moving into Henan. He said that if we applied together to work in the frontline troops, it might be approved. I thought at the time that I was still a regiment commander, so I didn't listen to much of it. I just heard the news that our regiment might be converted into an engineering unit..."

As Lu Kaiwen rambled on to this point, the comrade responsible for recording and cultural assistance lit up, but the comrade conducting the interview naturally placed his hand on that comrade's wrist. They had agreed on a signal beforehand; the recording comrade silently lowered his head and continued writing.

When Lu Kaiwen finished a section, the interviewer said, "Comrade Lu Kaiwen, we believe that mistakes can be corrected. previously, you only thought about your position as regiment commander and not the mistakes you made. That is why we couldn't make any progress in our talks initially. Now that you've put down the burden in your heart, although you may feel sad and disappointed, don't you feel much lighter?"

Lu Kaiwen didn't know if the Political Department comrade was mocking him or speaking sincerely. Looking at the expression on the comrade's face, it didn't seem like mockery. having lost his official post as regiment commander, how could he possibly have "put down the burden"? But at this moment, he had nothing else to say, so he could only nod repeatedly.

"For comrades with issues during the Rectification Campaign, we have arranged special study classes. Everyone will go to class first. If you have incorrect thoughts, you must understand exactly where you went wrong. Only then can you work better when you return to the troops. Let me explain first, the People's Party does not subscribe to the idea of 'merit offsetting faults.' Merit is merit, and faults are faults. When everyone returns to the troops, it will be to continue working. Don't have other concerns."

After the guard took Lu Kaiwen away, the recorder asked in a very low voice, "Group Leader, why didn't we continue to ask who exactly leaked the information?"

The interviewer sighed slightly, "No rush. Let Comrade Lu Kaiwen calm down first. There are records of everyone who visited Comrade Lu Kaiwen. Regiment Commander Chu Deli's townsman—that will be easy to check. We will report this to the Political Department immediately."

With two leads, the Political Department and the Political Security Department (which was semi-subordinate to it) formed an investigation team. Although Chen Ke did not agree to let the People's Internal Affairs Committee intervene, Chen Tianhua felt it was necessary to let the comrades from the Internal Affairs Committee have some understanding of this. So, comrades from the People's Internal Affairs Committee were invited to "audit" the meeting.

This "auditing" was by no means passive listening; the People's Internal Affairs Committee sent capable comrades to attend. The specific operation was actually not too complicated. Chu Deli's townsman, Chu Shifu, immediately stood out in the cross-reference comparison. He was the only person who had visited both Lu Kaiwen and Pang Zi recently. Although they didn't dare to make a final conclusion verbally, the comrades at the meeting all regarded Chu Shifu as the primary suspect.

The attitude displayed by many comrades being rectified in this movement made the Political Department extremely dissatisfied. "Official standard," "feudal power-sharing ideology," "mountain-stronghold mentality"—Chen Ke had raised various issues before, and the Political Department had once felt that Chen Ke was perhaps too harsh and lacked trust in the comrades.

Facts proved that Chen Ke's consistent warnings were not baseless. The Political Department, responsible for ideological and political work, had failed to see these shortcomings in the comrades at all. They held Party meetings, heart-to-heart talks, and democratic life meetings, conducting criticism and self-criticism. Most comrades spoke well enough, but once they held power, they didn't act according to their words at all.

Chen Tianhua had a naturally impatient temper. When these intertwined problems exploded simultaneously and were presented before him, he truly felt caught off guard. Various negative emotions tangled together, making him feel extremely irritable and restless; he hadn't slept well for several days. The "internal leak"—an event of the most serious nature—gave Chen Tianhua a breakthrough point for his pent-up anger. Seeing a preliminary suspect, Chen Tianhua spoke hurriedly, "We invited so many comrades here because we want to discuss this internal leak issue clearly."

Actually, the Political Department had nothing to discuss. Chen Ke had said to treat this matter as a disciplinary issue for the time being. If they wanted to handle this matter severely, they would need the "powerful department"—the People's Internal Affairs Committee—to provide different perspectives.

The representative of the Internal Affairs Committee was named Liu Yongsheng. He was young, like other People's Party comrades, but he had a gloomy coldness that didn't quite match his age. Whether intentionally or unintentionally, his lips were always pursed together as if refusing to speak. After hearing Chen Tianhua's words, Liu Yongsheng's lips closed even tighter.

Chen Tianhua waited for a while and had to ask proactively, "Comrade Liu Yongsheng, what are your views on this?"

Liu Yongsheng was silent for a good while before answering, "Leaking secrets refers to intentionally prying into information and then spreading that information. Looking at it now, even if it is a leak, it is an internal leak, which is a disciplinary issue. If a comrade summarized and concluded something based on intelligence they obtained, and even if they mentioned some news, it is only a disciplinary issue of speaking indiscreetly. Listening to the situation everyone just introduced, I can't even determine if it is a leak."

Within the base area, the People's Internal Affairs Committee was responsible for suppressing counter-revolutionaries and investigating crimes within the system. It was a powerful department with blood on its hands. Liu Yongsheng's words were not unreasonable, but according to what he said, his judgment of the severity of the problem was not even as serious as Chen Tianhua's view. Compared to "internal leak," "speaking indiscreetly" completely fell within the scope of criticism and education. Before this meeting, Chen Tianhua had specifically communicated with the comrades of the Internal Affairs Committee, hoping to crack down severely on this leak event. The person in charge of the Internal Affairs Committee had behaved exactly like Liu Yongsheng at the time—just silence. Now, their attitude seemed very clear.

Chen Tianhua was made very uncomfortable by these unexpected words, but the People's Internal Affairs Committee was not under the jurisdiction of the Political Department at all. Even though the Party Committee played a huge role in the Internal Affairs Committee, Chen Tianhua could not directly command it. In the Party, only Chen Ke had this authority. "Then what exactly do the comrades of the Internal Affairs Committee think about this?" Chen Tianhua pressed.

The gloomy expression on Liu Yongsheng's face remained unchanged. He spoke unhurriedly, "Our Internal Affairs Committee has the authority to execute people, so we ourselves must first abide by the Party's organizational discipline and the laws of the base area. We cannot handle problems based on our personal likes, dislikes, or emotions. When judging the type of contradiction, we cannot forcibly upgrade internal contradictions to enemy-us contradictions. Enemy-us contradictions really involve killing people."

The People's Internal Affairs Committee possessed the power of execution, so Chen Tianhua had hoped this powerful department would take a stance. Hearing the Internal Affairs Committee's clear statement, Chen Tianhua felt very disappointed. The Political Department did not have the power to execute people, and Chen Ke had repeatedly emphasized that this Rectification Campaign was "killing none, arresting few." Although he wanted to take tough measures internally, Chen Tianhua could not change the authority limitations brought about by the organizational structure.

Suppressing his anger, Chen Tianhua said, "Then let's arrest Chu Shifu first."

"Arresting him directly will alert the enemy. Think of a way to control Comrade Chu Shifu first, and ask clearly about the ins and outs of the matter. Don't act so hastily," Liu Yongsheng said, his tone remaining unhurried.

If anyone else spoke so deliberately slowly, Chen Tianhua would have probably jumped up in opposition long ago. As a high-ranking cadre, Chen Tianhua was well aware of the Internal Affairs Committee's track record. In this world, if one counted who had killed the most People's Party members up to now, the People's Party Internal Affairs Committee would rank first. As for who had killed the most people among all People's Party organizations, even the army could not compare to the Internal Affairs Committee. While many suppression actions were executed by the army, the investigation and decision-making were the responsibility of the Internal Affairs Committee. Compared to the Political Department, the Internal Affairs Committee had an overwhelming advantage in experience in these areas.

Under Liu Yongsheng's suggestion, the Political Department first arranged for a commissar to lead a labor team, and halfway through, arranged for Chu Shifu to deliver something, thus isolating him. Chu Shifu had no idea he had been calculated; even when he sat in front of three Political Department interrogation cadres, he still thought he was performing a transport task and facing logistics cadres for a handover.

When he realized he was undergoing political censorship, Chu Shifu's face turned extremely stunned. He stammered, "Comrades, what do you want with me?"

"Comrade Chu Shifu, you once visited Comrade Lu Kaiwen, right?"

"Yes."

"You also went to see Comrade Pang Zi, right?"

"...Yes."

Hearing Chu Shifu admit these things, the comrades from the Political Department finally breathed a sigh of relief. They had finally found the direct intermediary for the message. This would make things much easier. Suppressing their excitement, the comrade responsible for the inquiry asked in a calm tone, "Who told you the news that we are going to attack Henan recently?"

"...It was, ...it was," Chu Shifu stammered, unable to speak. Being interviewed by the Political Department had now become the most terrifying thing in the army. Anyone who was interviewed ended up with no good results. At this moment, his brain simply didn't recall anything related to the question being asked. All of Chu Shifu's mental energy was focused on recalling what exactly he had done wrong and whom he had offended.

The Political Department comrades somewhat misunderstood Chu Shifu's thoughts. In their view, Chu Shifu's changing expression could only prove one thing: like many comrades they had seen recently, Chu Shifu was thinking about how to make up lies. The Political Department comrades had long since lost patience with such people.

Slamming the table violently, the comrade responsible for the questioning stood up. He leaned his hands on the table, looked down at Chu Shifu from above, and shouted loudly, "Comrade Chu Shifu, we are asking you to honestly confess your problems now!"

"Con... confess what problems?" Chu Shifu's mind was in chaos, completely forgetting the question he had just been asked.

"Who told you the news that we are going to attack Henan recently!" The questioning comrade asked this sentence word by word through gritted teeth, fiercely.

Chu Shifu was scared stiff by this attitude. He barely squeezed a voice out of his throat, "It was Division Commander Zhou!"

Receiving an answer that sounded quite reliable, the questioning comrade was both surprised and delighted. Fearing he had mistaken the target, he pressed, "Was it Zhou Zhentao, Division Commander Zhou?"

"Yes." Chu Shifu's face had turned white with fear.

"Are you sure it was Comrade Zhou Zhentao, Commander of the 4406 Division?" The questioning comrade wanted to be even more specific.

Chu Shifu subconsciously swallowed his saliva. His dry throat emitted a sufficiently clear sound, "It really was our division's Commander Zhou."

The comrade from the Political Department sat back down on the stool heavily. "Now, explain to us clearly exactly how this happened."
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According to Chu Shifu's confession, the "leak" component of the "leak incident" became increasingly diluted. Long before the military conference began, Zhou Zhentao had instructed Chu Shifu to contact several cadres who were being investigated during the Rectification Campaign, revealing the People's Party's strategic forecast for the offensive into Henan. In addition to boosting their morale, Zhou Zhentao also contacted some military commanders, hoping they would do their best to "rescue" the comrades who were being "attacked".

When the comrades from the Political Department reported this to Chen Tianhua, their attitude was quite subtle. Chen Tianhua's expression didn't change much at first, but as the scope of Zhou Zhentao's activities was gradually revealed, his brow furrowed tighter and tighter. The development of the matter had greatly exceeded expectations.

From leaking secrets to loose talk, it seemed the problem was becoming smaller, but the nature of Zhou Zhentao not raising opinions at the Party Committee meetings and instead engaging in private liaison actions was simply lawless. Coupled with his reckless predictions of the Central Committee's strategic decisions, it added even more negative factors to the matter.

"Have the Political Commissar control Chu Shifu, and the Political Security Department strengthen surveillance on those cadres based on the list provided by Chu Shifu. Inform Commander Wu of the Military Region that we will speak with Comrade Pang Zi immediately. I am going to see Chairman Chen now to report this to him." After arranging a series of tasks, Chen Tianhua prepared to get up but then stopped. "This matter is classified. Everyone must strictly abide by the relevant confidentiality regulations. Hold a Party Committee meeting, gather all comrades involved in this matter, and convey the confidentiality regulations again. Comrades, wait for me to return before adjourning."

The comrades knew this was no small matter. Chen Tianhua issued a secrecy order, and all comrades answered seriously: "Yes."

On the way to see Chen Ke, Chen Tianhua felt his legs go a bit soft, and his hands couldn't help but tremble slightly. He could still feign calm in front of the comrades in the Political Department, but once he came out, he felt unable to hold it together. It wasn't that his body couldn't hold up, but that his heart had received too great a shock. The core organizational model of the People's Party was the Party Committees at all levels. Within the Party and the army, only the Party Committees at various levels had actual power. All resolutions could only be implemented after being decided by Party Committee meetings. Zhou Zhentao's actions were a complete betrayal of organizational discipline.

In these days, people pleading for mercy and seeking connections not only sought out Chen Ke and various leaders, but even more came to the Political Department to plead. Chen Tianhua's ears were calloused from hearing about "brotherhood," "comradeship-in-arms," and "fellowship." He didn't want to pursue these comrades too excessively; after all, such sentiments were understandable. But based on the current information, there was already a group of people who no longer trusted the organization. Instead of openly raising opinions at Party Committee meetings, they relied on private liaisons and collusion, attempting to resist organizational resolutions through other means. Chen Tianhua had not followed the People's Party from the beginning. Long before joining the People's Party, Chen Tianhua had participated in the revolution with the Huaguang Society in Hunan and was a key figure in the formation of the Tongmenghui.

The events before him made Chen Tianhua feel an incomparable familiarity, and also a great terror.

Back in 1905, during the Russo-Japanese War, private students favored Japan and wanted the Yellow race to confront the White race, while the Qing court's attitude was to ally with Russia to resist Japan, so their stance was ambiguous. Chen Tianhua, Qiu Jin, and others bamboozled those Chinese students with patriotic angry youth sentiments to cause trouble in Japan and organize an anti-Russia movement, which was actually deliberately opposing the Qing court. However, Chen Tianhua received an invitation from Chen Ke at that time, and under Qiu Jin's persuasion, he first returned to Shanghai to see Chen Ke.

Receiving a lot of revolutionary education from Chen Ke, Chen Tianhua felt he couldn't talk to the Tongmenghui crowd after going back. Moreover, rumors of a romantic scandal between "student leader" Chen Tianhua and Qiu Jin were flying everywhere. Plus, Chen Ke's sincere invitation made it impossible for Chen Tianhua to refuse, so he had to leave Japan and return to China.

The matter did not end there. In the subsequent developments Chen Tianhua learned about, the Japanese student riots in 1905 blew things up too big. The Qing court contacted the Japanese Ministry of Education to issue a regulation strengthening monitoring of student gathering activities. Most students participated in the anti-Russia movement wanting China to benefit, not to become determined anti-government elements and delay their own futures for no reason. Under this general trend, the prestige and momentum of the student movement that Chen Tianhua, Qiu Jin, and others had stirred up were instantly suppressed.

After Chen Tianhua and Qiu Jin returned to China, Song Jiaoren and Sun Yat-sen utilized the grievances of some students to encourage all students to return to China collectively, attempting to create momentum to force the Qing court to retract its order and salvage the defeat. This goal was actually asking for the impossible and was very difficult to achieve. One of the students who explicitly opposed the collective return was named Zhou Shuren, who would later be the world-renowned Lu Xun.

Just as Song Jiaoren was stubbornly holding out like a dead duck with a hard beak, Sun Yat-sen, seeing the general trend, secretly instructed Hu Hanmin, Wang Jingwei, and others of the Sun Yat-sen faction within the Tongmenghui to stand up and declare they could endure humiliation and stay in Japan. In this way, the students who were first incited by Chen Tianhua and Qiu Jin, and later followed Song Jiaoren in persisting with the strike, were completely betrayed. Their study abroad careers were ruined, and upon returning to China, they became rebels in the eyes of the Qing government, with no good outcome awaiting them.

Such actions, completely disregarding organizational discipline and acting entirely on internal factional interests, made Chen Tianhua heartbroken, and he drew a clear line with the Tongmenghui from then on. Chen Tianhua never talked to Song Jiaoren later, and he wasn't sure how much Song Jiaoren's departure from the Tongmenghui had to do with this matter.

The subsequent development of this matter in history was that the rumors of an affair between Chen Tianhua and Qiu Jin became rampant. The betrayed students, in their indignation, fiercely attacked Chen Tianhua. The outcome was that the always proud Chen Tianhua committed suicide by jumping into the sea, and Qiu Jin was forced to return to China after holding a public memorial for Chen. Hu Hanmin, Wang Jingwei, and others of the Sun Yat-sen faction took real power in the Tongmenghui. Although Chen Ke didn't know the ins and outs of this matter at the time, he strongly invited Chen Tianhua to return to China for the revolution, allowing Chen Tianhua to escape death.

Chen Tianhua had suffered and endured hardships. He strongly agreed with the People's Party's strict organizational discipline and was extremely disgusted with the style of other revolutionary parties. Unexpectedly, the People's Party now had to face such a situation. Even without knowing about his "suicide," Chen Tianhua sometimes thought back that if he hadn't followed Chen Ke but stayed in Japan, he felt he would have found no other path but death.

So, as the Director of the Political Department of the Huaihai Provincial Committee, what situation would he face this time?

Having finally regained some composure, Chen Tianhua found Chen Ke and reported the latest situation to him. Chen Ke's elbows rested on the table, fingers crossed, chin resting on his two thumbs. His eyes didn't look at Chen Tianhua but were slightly narrowed as he listened quietly. Many comrades described this as "Chairman Chen wandering beyond the material world." From Chen Tianhua's contact and feeling, he believed this was one of the signs of Chen Ke's high concentration. Sure enough, just like usual, from the beginning of the report to the end, Chen Ke didn't say a word. This silence lasted for quite a while before Chen Ke looked up, leaned back in his chair, kept his hands crossed but dropped his shoulders, naturally placing his hands on his lower abdomen.

"Xingtai," Chen Ke spoke. Chen Tianhua was highly sensitive inside at this moment. Hearing this address, his heart skipped a beat. Chen Ke rarely addressed comrades by their courtesy names directly. Whenever this happened, it was either a very harmonious conversation atmosphere or Chen Ke was establishing a stance. It seemed Chen Ke had already clarified his thoughts and was now going to ask for Chen Tianhua's true thoughts. Chen Tianhua couldn't help but straighten his back, waiting for Chen Ke to continue.

"With the matter developing to this point, there are already quite a few comrades who no longer support the organizational system. The more it is like this, the more I feel that we comrades who still support the organizational system must talk about principles and stance. Since you are the Director of the Political Department, I want you to figure it out for yourself first. What exactly do you think?"

Hearing Chen Ke's words, Chen Tianhua didn't understand for a moment. His mind was in a mess right now, and he really didn't have the energy to think too much. He simply said bluntly, "Chairman Chen, my mind is very chaotic right now. There are only two points I can be sure of. I can't think of a way to deal with it at all right now, and at the same time, I firmly support Chairman Chen. So Chairman Chen, please tell me directly what you want me to think and do."

These words were sincere. Chen Ke smiled after hearing them. "Comrade Tianhua, I have said many times what I want you to think and do. The People's Party must have iron discipline. Since you are so opposed to the actions of some comrades, I consider you to be upholding the organizational system. Then what is there to say about how to think? You have already established your stance."

This was somewhat unexpected for Chen Tianhua. He thought for a good while before he finally understood. "Then what should we do? Chairman Chen, please clarify the specific execution steps. What to do first, then what. If you don't say it and let me consider it myself, I will worry about gains and losses, and my heart won't be at ease."

Chen Ke straightened his back, resting his elbows on the table again, but without resting his head on his thumbs. He asked, "Director Chen, as the Director of the Political Department, I want to ask you, where do you think the foundation of our organization lies?"

"...It is the masses," Chen Tianhua answered.

"It is the grassroots," Chen Ke corrected Chen Tianhua. "Why have I always opposed feudal power sharing, that is, opposed feudalism, since a few years ago? Because the characteristic of feudalism is layer-by-layer infeudation and layer-by-layer isolation. As the foreign saying goes, 'The vassal of my vassal is not my vassal.' The Chinese saying, well, is probably 'The county magistrate is not as good as the current boss.' The direct result of this power sharing system is that a regiment commander has the power of life and death over his subordinates, and the regiment commander's subordinates, such as battalion commanders, have the power of life and death over their subordinates. A company commander has the power of life and death over a company. A squad leader might be killed by the company commander at any time, but the squad leader can decide the life and death of the soldiers in the squad. We, the People's Party, are engaging in a people's revolution, so we must inevitably oppose feudalism. We must break this system of feudal power sharing. The core of the people's revolution is Science and Democracy. The characteristic of this political system is bottom-up, not top-down. Every level in the system is the masses supervising the work of the leadership, not the leadership deciding the life and death of the masses. Why do we build Party branches at the company level? Why do we organize Soldier Committees? It is to break the old system and build a new system."

From the start of reporting to Chen Ke, Chen Tianhua's mind had been quite chaotic. Listening to Chen Ke's theoretical explanation, he felt it was very correct, but he couldn't figure out how Chen Ke would ultimately arrange things. Seeing Chen Ke pause temporarily, Chen Tianhua asked again, "Chairman Chen, specifically what should be done?"

Chen Ke still didn't answer directly. He asked, "Why have so many comrades started to oppose the organizational system? This is the superficial contradiction highlighted after investigation, but what is the deeper point?"

"Chairman Chen, please explain it," Chen Tianhua asked.

Chen Ke stared at Chen Tianhua and said seriously, "Because they are afraid."

This answer was too far beyond Chen Tianhua's imagination. He was stunned, then suddenly laughed out loud. Many comrades who were taken down refused to admit their mistakes, their stubborn attitudes leaving Chen Tianhua dumbfounded. A large number of comrades didn't understand the Rectification Campaign and came to plead for mercy, making Chen Tianhua feel extremely helpless. As for some comrades daring to cast aside the Party Committee to engage in liaisons, daring to recklessly guess the Party Central Committee's strategic arrangements, and hoping to skillfully obstruct the Party organization's rectification through strategic changes.

Such daring actions were described by Chen Ke as "because they are afraid"? Even with his utmost respect for Chen Ke's ability, the chasm-like gap between reality and Chen Ke's words made Chen Tianhua feel it was "ludicrous." Chen Tianhua liked reading books, and in his youth, he particularly liked reading historical romances. If this were a historical romance novel, Chen Ke would now have the flavor of being surrounded by enemies on all sides (Chu songs on four sides). If someone raised their arm and shouted, there would probably be people daring to follow these people to cause trouble.

Chen Tianhua laughed and said, "Haha, they are afraid? If they were really afraid, would they do this?"

Chen Ke also smiled. "Comrade Tianhua, they are not afraid of me. What is there to be afraid of about me? What they are afraid of is the current organizational system, the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army built using this organizational system, and the government built using this system. What they fear most is the vast number of comrades who have begun to awaken under revolutionary education."

"They would be afraid of grassroots comrades?" Chen Tianhua felt Chen Ke was being too optimistic.

"Why wouldn't they be afraid? Of the comrades removed from office this time, apart from Lu Kaiwen and those few comrades who initially triggered the incident, which of the others wasn't exposed and reported by grassroots comrades and finally stepped down? Oh, Comrade Pang Zi wasn't. But why was Comrade Pang Zi removed? It wasn't me, Chen Ke, who wanted to remove him. It was comrades upholding organizational discipline who discovered Comrade Pang Zi made mistakes and struggled against Comrade Pang Zi, leading to his removal. He didn't come to me to plead for mercy, let alone to talk to me about strategic direction development," Chen Ke answered with a smile.

This was indeed the truth. As the Director of the Political Department, Chen Tianhua knew this very well. None of these removed comrades were ordered to be removed by Chen Ke. Even Lu Kaiwen was removed because comrades like Gu Lu, who upheld organizational discipline, engaged in a serious struggle with him. As for Chu Deli, who once had a fierce struggle with Gu Lu over the merit assessment system, he was removed because he directly violated discipline and conflicted with grassroots comrades. Up to now, no one who fell during the Rectification Campaign was removed because they offended the upper echelon.

It had to be said that even as the Director of the Political Department, Chen Tianhua still felt that the People's Party was a political party established by the leader Chen Ke, and he was Chen Ke's comrade and also Chen Ke's follower. The one with power was Chen Ke, and these powers were established even through Party Committee resolutions, through organizational discipline, and even through laws.

"We did not create the revolution; the people need revolution, and we, the People's Party, are merely complying with the people's revolutionary demands." This passage of Chen Ke's was regarded as a classic by Chen Tianhua, recited fluently and ready at any time. Often he could even use these words as a guiding program for his actions.

But truly facing this matter, and after Chen Ke's repeated reminders and explanations, Chen Tianhua discovered that his understanding of the people's revolution was not as profound as he had imagined.

"Comrade Tianhua, the essence of history has always been the upper strata fearing the lower strata, not the lower strata fearing the upper strata. 'Are kings and generals born of a special breed?' Chen Sheng and Wu Guang, insignificant little figures, raised their arms and shouted these words, and didn't the powerful Qin Dynasty perish all the same? Therefore, the feudal power sharing system is very taboo about such things, very afraid of them. They have to fabricate lies saying that when the self-interests pursued by the broad laboring people conflict with the interests of the rulers, it must be the laboring people who are wrong. At the same time, they use various means to intimidate and strike at the laboring people who dare to rise up and struggle. We, the People's Party, as the revolutionary vanguard of the broad laboring people, how can we ourselves believe the lies of the exploiting class?" When saying these words, Chen Ke's expression had changed from a smile to a bitter smile. Looking at this helpless smile, Chen Tianhua blushed with shame.

"If the Party organization does not represent the interests of the broad grassroots comrades, and the Party organization detaches itself from the grassroots, then even if the Party organization opposes the feudal power sharing system, how many people are in the Party organization? The number of opponents is not small either. In a struggle, who wins and who loses is yet unknown. If the Party organization is not built well, and the broad grassroots comrades believe the words of the supporters of the feudal power sharing system and believe their reasoning, then the Party organization will probably fail. Why? Because in history, it has always been that a just cause attracts much support, while an unjust cause finds little support. If you yourself cannot unite the masses, cannot mobilize the masses, then failure is inevitable. Similarly, if the Party organization can unite the masses, mobilize the masses, and lead the masses. What is there to be afraid of about that small handful of supporters of the feudal power sharing system? It can only be that they fear the masses, fear the Party organization standing together with the masses. How can there be any talk of us fearing them?"

Listening to these words, Chen Tianhua felt as if his heart suddenly brightened. His face had regained its radiance. Taking a deep breath, Chen Tianhua straightened his back and said loudly, "I think I know what to do! I will go now to organize the Party Committees at all levels to begin in-depth discussions among the grassroots on the recent events."
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When Chen Tianhua pushed the door open and walked into the Political Department conference room, the comrades attending the meeting felt quite surprised. Everyone had actually prepared to meet all night; given how big the current situation had become, they assumed it would take a long time for Director Chen Tianhua to report to Chairman Chen Ke. Since "leaking secrets" was involved, to protect the comrades, the Political Department Party Committee had discussed and decided that no one was allowed to leave the Political Department until the problem was resolved internally.

Unexpectedly, Chen Tianhua returned after only being away for over an hour. At this moment, the Political Department Party Committee's introduction and discussion regarding the recent developments had not even fully concluded.

"What instructions does Chairman Chen have?" The comrades immediately interrupted the meeting and asked Chen Tianhua. In the discussions that had already taken place, the comrades had realized that the matter was far more complex than imagined. No one dared to make a decision on such a major issue. Since Chen Tianhua had returned, he must have brought back Chairman Chen Ke's instructions.

After conveying Chen Ke's opinions to the comrades, Chen Tianhua scanned the group in the Political Department. Some comrades suddenly realized the truth and were jubilant, while others remained worried.

Asking the comrades to quiet down first, Chen Tianhua said, "Let's not discuss the issue of support for now. If comrades have any worries or opinions, speak them out first. We ourselves must first unify our thinking."

As soon as Chen Tianhua finished speaking, someone immediately raised a question: "Director Chen, to what extent will the struggle be carried out?"

"The struggle will continue until all comrades abide by the Party's organizational discipline," Chen Tianhua answered decisively.

This statement was rather unexpected, so much so that no comrade was able to continue speaking immediately after. Everyone looked at each other, finding it difficult to correctly grasp Chen Tianhua's train of thought.

Chen Tianhua did not intend to let everyone play guessing games. He asked loudly, "Comrades, why do we think that so many comrades have made such big mistakes? By what standard do we determine whether they have made mistakes?"

The question was simple, yet no one dared to answer directly. Chen Tianhua waited for a moment, then provided the answer himself: "We use the current organizational discipline as the standard to measure and judge the comrades' actions. Unless we ourselves believe these organizational disciplines are wrong, do we need to look for any other standards? There is already a standard."

Although he spoke so clearly, Chen Tianhua knew this was not what the comrades were truly concerned about. Those who originally believed in organizational discipline still believed in it. Those who were frightened by so many comrades making mistakes would now first question whether the currently implemented organizational discipline was "imperfect."

The comrades' expressions also proved that Chen Tianhua was not wrong. Even though he spoke so explicitly, the majority of the originally worried comrades still looked very uneasy.

"If these comrades insist that they are not wrong, what do we do?" A representative opinion was raised.

Chen Tianhua couldn't help but close his eyes upon hearing this question; he felt quite disappointed in his heart. It seemed that rectification within the Political Department was also imperative, and was even an extremely urgent task. He opened his eyes, "If we in the Political Department don't believe in organizational discipline, what should we believe in? Believe that 'hello, hello, everyone is good'? There are regulations on how to deal with this portion of comrades in the organizational discipline. If you ask me what to do, then I can only say, act according to organizational discipline, do whatever needs to be done!"

Even speaking to this extent, there were still comrades who were not convinced. "If they want to discuss whether the organizational discipline is correct, what then?"

Chen Tianhua stared at the questioning comrade with burning eyes. "If comrades request to publicly discuss issues of organizational discipline at a Party meeting, this shows that the comrade is obeying organizational discipline. Because organizational discipline requires everyone to speak openly at Party meetings if they have any problems, rather than engaging in private liaisons and private schemes. Of course, if after discussion they still refuse to obey the organization's resolution no matter what, then the organization can only expel them. This is the Party organization, this is organizational discipline."

Having spoken to this point, it could be considered thoroughly explained. A significant portion of the worried comrades looked much better. As for those who were still not convinced, they at least stopped saying anything. Chen Tianhua couldn't care less about managing so much at this moment; he began to arrange the work plan for the next step.

Regardless of the changes at the top, labor in the base area still had to continue. The excavation site at Yunlong Lake had also entered its final moments. The troops were given a six-day holiday, from New Year's Eve to the fifth day of the first lunar month. When the firecrackers for "Breaking Five" sounded, the troops would march into the construction site.

As the Regimental Political Commissar, besides continuing to be responsible for work, Gu Lu had to organize comrades to discuss and exchange ideas through various meetings. First, each company held its own meeting. Gu Lu found that after this break, the comrades' enthusiasm for work was generally not high.

At the Regimental Committee meeting, when Instructor Hu of the 9th Company, 3rd Battalion reported on the ideological work of the comrades in his company, he said with a helpless expression that was hard to describe: "When our company held a meeting, a comrade said that he didn't feel much when laboring at the time. Now seeing the construction site, his legs go a bit soft. Other comrades in the company felt he spoke what was in everyone's hearts. Now there is a general fear of work in the troops."

Hearing this, the instructors at other levels and the comrades of the grassroots Party committees all showed bitter smiles of agreement. The battalion-level instructors looked slightly nervous; after all, such a big thing had happened in the regiment. If this situation of "fearing hardship and fatigue" appeared again, how could they account for it?

Gu Lu was not so sensitive. He asked with a smile, "Instructor Wu, are you afraid?"

Instructor Wu laughed bitterly a few times, "What's the use of being afraid? The more afraid you are, the more unfinished work there is."

"We will speak to the comrades about this kind of complaint during the general assembly. Aside from this, do the comrades have any other opinions?"

Faced with this question, Instructor Wu hesitated for a while. After thinking for a moment, he tentatively said, "Now there are people in the troops saying that our army is going to kill meritorious officials. Regarding those matters in our troops, after the comrades discussed it, they felt that Regimental Commander Lu and the others indeed did wrong. The comrades don't feel that the matters in our troops are killing meritorious officials. However, after a lot of news from other troops came over, the comrades haven't seen it with their own eyes, so they feel half-believing and half-doubting."

"Then did the comrades say where they heard it from?" Gu Lu asked.

"It's the New Year, everyone walks around everywhere. People are saying these things everywhere. It's hard to determine who said it," Instructor Wu replied.

With Instructor Wu taking the lead, other instructors also said that their troops had such problems. Rumors about this rectification were flying all over the sky. Some said these comrades offended Chairman Chen, and some said these people offended the cadres of the Political Department. In short, the rumors had an atmosphere of "personnel struggle." The grassroots comrades were half-believing and half-doubting because there was no issue of personnel struggle in the things they saw with their own eyes. But for things they hadn't seen, everyone couldn't be sure.

Gu Lu asked, "Let's not talk about other comrades first. do we ourselves believe this is a personnel struggle? Did these comrades have problems because someone wanted to purge them, or did they violate discipline themselves?"

The comrades of the Regimental Committee looked somewhat troubled. After a long while, Instructor Wu said, "Commissar Gu, these comrades all made mistakes. But is dismissing them directly a bit too disrespectful?"

Before Gu Lu could speak, Regimental Commander Gao Zhisheng shouted, "What face does revolutionary work talk about? Having made such a big mistake, can't the position be removed? Instructor Wu, your thinking is incorrect."

Now the regiment was most afraid of making mistakes. Being criticized by Regimental Commander Gao Zhisheng like this, Instructor Wu immediately dared not make a sound.

Gu Lu hurriedly stopped the agitated Gao Zhisheng. He said to everyone, "Whether they should be dismissed or not, what we say doesn't count. Organizational discipline counts. I see many comrades feel that organizational discipline is very unfeeling. Then we might as well discuss organizational discipline with the comrades every day during breaks. No need for much every day, just discussing one rule is enough. What does everyone think?"

Everyone dared not oppose organizational discipline now. Since Gu Lu said so, everyone naturally expressed agreement.

After arranging the work in the regiment, Gu Lu went to the Political Department and found Chen Tianhua. Chen Tianhua had heard of Gu Lu; this Acting Regimental Political Commissar was highly regarded by Qi Huishen, Chai Qingguo, and Chen Ke. If not for being busy during this period, Chen Tianhua would have long sought out Gu Lu for a specific talk. Since Gu Lu came personally, Chen Tianhua temporarily put down the work in his hands and received Gu Lu.

"Director Chen, I want to ask something. We have processed so many comrades recently. Can the organization state the reasons why they were processed? This way, we can also explain to the comrades. Now there are many rumors saying that meritorious officials are being killed. If we can't clarify their matters and explain clearly to the comrades what mistakes they actually made, it will make the comrades feel very afraid."

Chen Tianhua had been preparing for the rectification issue these days. Those who came to find him were basically pleading for mercy, and he had forgotten about notifying the whole army. Hearing Gu Lu ask this, he nodded repeatedly. "This matter was my negligence. How about this, starting tomorrow, all processed matters will be reported to the whole army. Commissar Gu, thank you for your reminder."

Being thanked so straightforwardly by Chen Tianhua, Gu Lu's face turned red. He hurriedly said, "No need to thank, this is all for work. Seeing that Director Chen is also very busy, I'll leave now."

"Wait a moment," Chen Tianhua stopped Gu Lu. "Commissar Gu, what thoughts do the comrades in your regiment have regarding organizational discipline?"

"Everyone hasn't talked about these things before, and there hasn't been such large-scale processing of comrades before. So everyone was frightened. Starting tomorrow, our regiment will start from the 'Three Rules of Discipline and Eight Points for Attention' and discuss one rule every day in every company and every platoon. There aren't too many rules; I reckon we'll finish discussing them in this month."

"Oh?" If the issue of notifying the whole army was Chen Tianhua being busy and forgetting to consider it, then conducting organizational discipline discussions in the troops was the work Chen Tianhua had prioritized arranging. He didn't expect Gu Lu to actually take the initiative to do it himself. Having encountered too many leaks and liaisons these days, Chen Tianhua couldn't help but suspect in his heart whether Gu Lu had any acquaintances in the Political Department.

This suspicion was quickly expelled from Chen Tianhua's mind. Gu Lu was a comrade transferred from outside and couldn't have any special acquaintances. Moreover, even if Gu Lu had received news, it couldn't be said that Gu Lu had done anything wrong. Even if Gu Lu didn't take the initiative to conduct organizational discipline discussions at the grassroots level now, Gu Lu would still have to start this discussion after Chen Tianhua finished arranging it. Even if Gu Lu was a comrade who knew how to secure personal gain, he could only be dealt with according to organizational discipline after he made a mistake in the future. He absolutely could not deal with Gu Lu just because suspicion arose in his heart.

Thinking of this, Chen Tianhua felt he was really being a bit paranoid. If Gu Lu wanted to claim credit, he should have taken the initiative to mention his arrangements in the regiment. This issue was asked by Chen Tianhua on his own initiative after forcibly holding Gu Lu back. Chen Tianhua didn't want to ask too much more. He said, "Ideological and political work must be done well, and grassroots work must also be done well. Comrade Gu Lu, do a good job."

"Yes!"

"You go back first."

Once Gu Lu left, Chen Tianhua sat back in his own seat. Originally, according to Chen Ke's intention, the first thing was to conduct organizational discipline discussions at the grassroots level of the troops. At least when he left Chen Ke, Chen Tianhua thought so. However, the views of the comrades in the Political Department regarding Zhou Zhentao's private liaisons were quite different from Chen Ke's. The Party organization controls personnel rights; this is the most critical rule in organizational discipline. Any personnel decision must be passed after discussion by the Party organization. Based on the current situation grasped, Zhou Zhentao had indeed united a group of people in an attempt to influence personnel transfers. Especially to have those processed comrades transferred to active duty positions. Speaking seriously, this was wanting to "set up another Central Committee" with Zhou Zhentao as the core.

If handled completely according to organizational discipline, arresting Zhou Zhentao, trying him, and shooting him wouldn't be considered an injustice. But on the matter of deciding how to deal with Zhou Zhentao, the comrades' opinions showed significant divergence. No one pleaded for Zhou Zhentao, or rather, no one dared to plead for Zhou Zhentao. The comrades raised other issues. Since he dared to "set up another Central Committee," Zhou Zhentao could absolutely not be planning this alone. Who exactly stood with him? In such a loose organization, who were the core members? Were there more people engaging in such things? Once these questions were raised, Chen Tianhua also felt a bit shaken in his heart. He suddenly felt whether the problem of Zhou Zhentao should be solved first. Gu Lu's appearance made Chen Tianhua waver again. Perhaps ignoring Zhou Zhentao's matter and concentrating on dealing with grassroots organizational discipline construction first was the urgent task.

After thinking back and forth without finding a result, Chen Tianhua simply went to see Chen Ke again.

After listening to Chen Tianhua's narration, Chen Ke said, "Comrade Tianhua, you are overstepping your authority. Is the Political Department also preparing to manage criminal investigation work? Since you think that a public investigation should not be launched against Comrade Zhou Zhentao for the time being, then you should concentrate on doing the most important work before the Political Department right now, which is to popularize organizational discipline education at the grassroots level. What are you worried about? Worried about Comrade Zhou Zhentao rebelling? Isn't the Political Security Department responsible for organizational security?"

"Chairman Chen, Comrade Zhou Zhentao is a comrade who has followed you since the time of the Whampoa Book Club. You also know his temperament and temper; he really is a good person. Loyal, not greedy, and very smart. If he really thinks the rectification is wrong and feels that the dismissed comrades shouldn't receive this kind of treatment, even if I arrest him, he won't say anything. Actually, let alone Comrade Zhou Zhentao, even Comrade Pang Zi hasn't said anything up to now."

This analogy was slightly nondescript; it seemed Chen Tianhua's evaluation of Pang Zi was not high.

"Comrade Tianhua, valuing loyalty is not a bad thing. A person, when treating friends, naturally should value loyalty. The focus of the current contradiction is the question of how to treat organizational discipline. Even if some comrades have a wrong understanding of organizational discipline, I believe the Party organization cannot abandon them just like this. If you sincerely want to save these comrades, throw all the Political Department's strength into the grassroots organizational discipline discussion work right now. After the organizational discipline discussion is launched at the grassroots level, not only are the grassroots comrades studying and discussing, but the cadres are also studying and discussing. Presumably, at least a portion of the comrades will be able to find the correct train of thought and change their previous thinking during this learning and discussion process."

Chen Tianhua did not speak immediately this time. He suddenly understood one thing: his sense of confrontation in the rectification movement was too strong. It was as if one was either an enemy or a friend. Chen Ke, however, was not like this. Just like the rectification instruction Chen Ke proposed of "kill none, arrest few," even if Chen Ke didn't think all comrades could become qualified People's Party members through rectification, Chen Ke at least never gave up on any comrade. In this regard, Chen Tianhua really couldn't compare to Chen Ke.

Having determined this, Chen Tianhua let out a long breath. "I will go arrange grassroots work right now!"

When going out, Chen Tianhua found that he might still have to delay grassroots work slightly. Since Chen Tianhua had already realized where his own problem lay, he found that there were quite a few comrades in the Political Department who held a strong sense of confrontation just like him. It couldn't be said that these comrades were not good comrades, but they precisely lacked Chen Ke's patience and tolerance. Even less did they have Chen Ke's thinking based on this patience and tolerance.

As soon as he returned to the Political Department, Chen Tianhua convened a Party Committee meeting. After recounting his discussion with Chen Ke on this issue, Chen Tianhua said, "Comrades, it's not that if all bad people are killed, only good people will remain in this world. Because a person's goodness or badness is different in different matters. When the base area first started construction, these comrades who have made mistakes now could be said to be top-notch good comrades. Do you say they have turned bad now? I personally think we cannot judge like this. They are the same as before, only that with the development of the base area and the development and progress of our People's Party, they have started to fall behind. Under the new situation, there naturally must be new standards. Under these standards, they made mistakes. So we cannot beat these comrades to death with one stick and think they are bad people. This does not conform to the historical materialist view."

Chen Tianhua's words did not trigger too much thinking among the comrades. Seeing everyone's expressions, Chen Tianhua knew. He stopped this topic and turned to start a more practical work arrangement. "Starting tomorrow, every troop must begin arranging organizational discipline discussion work. Every soldier, every comrade must participate in it. We must reach a consensus. This is the only standard of judgment for our People's Party, for our Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army. This standard is the same for new recruits, for Chairman Chen, and for every one of us. This is the iron discipline of our People's Party."

Now the majority of the comrades perked up, and everyone began to listen seriously to Chen Tianhua's arrangements.

Before recounting the arrangements, Chen Tianhua made up his mind that as soon as this discussion activity started, he would begin a serious rectification inside the Political Department. It wasn't that because the Political Department was in charge of political work, all its members were qualified.
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The night was deep. At the Xuzhou Yunlong Lake construction site, the number of night shift personnel was small as usual, but the roar of machinery was much louder than during the day. Digging the lake was important work, but the core task was the 4,000-meter-long "Bayi" (August 1st) Dyke. It was impossible to build a concrete dyke at this stage, so the headquarters adopted a very traditional rammed earth plan. The soil was sourced locally; the mud dug from Yunlong Lake was dried and used to build the dyke.

Just as mechanical wells pumped groundwater and steam locomotives pulled plows for ground preparation, a large number of new rubber-tired flatbed carts were used for short-distance transport, while a temporary loop railway handled the bulk of the transportation work. Ramming the earth didn't rely solely on manpower either; instead, steam engines pulled massive rollers to pre-compress the soil. The dyke was 4,000 meters long and divided into multiple sections. Steam engines slowly dragged rollers taller than a man, flattening the fresh layer of soil piled onto the already compacted dyke base.

The skeleton of the giant roller was steel, packed tight with wooden blocks to form a circular body, and then bound layer by layer with thick hemp rope. Finally, the inside of the skeleton was filled with iron blocks. The entire roller weighed thousands of *jin*, impossible to move by human or animal power alone. Simple gearboxes manufactured in the base area used different gear ratios to convert torque, allowing these massive beasts weighing thousands of *jin* to be slowly dragged along. After this preparation during the night, countless laborers would use wooden mallets during the day to smash the soil even more solidly, compacting it until not even a small knife could poke into it.

The center of the giant roller was stuffed as tight as possible with wood and iron, but when it moved, the tiny gaps between the assembled parts still emitted a tooth-aching "creak" sound. The cables wrapped around the outermost layer were as thick as a wrist, taut from bearing the immense force. Engineering personnel, wearing protective steel helmets and thick cotton coats, followed closely behind the rollers carrying gas lamps, intently observing the condition of the cables.

When they first started attempting this, the cables used for these giant rollers weren't thick enough, leading to snapping accidents. A comrade had been whipped by a flying cable, breaking three ribs, though fortunately, no lives were lost. So the engineering department immediately switched to new, thicker cables and increased observation to prevent similar industrial accidents.

Under the illumination of hundreds of high-hanging gas lamps, the entire construction site was brightly lit compared to the pitch-black Xuzhou city. On the periphery, patrol teams walked back and forth occasionally. But compared to the massive construction site covering over a dozen square kilometers, these patrols seemed insignificant.

Even with gas lamps and patrols, light and guards couldn't manage every corner. In the latter half of the night, after a patrol team passed, several figures suddenly slipped into the construction site. They avoided the brightly lit areas where machinery was working intensely. Many areas were just excavation sites; after plowing the ground, there was no one guarding them, nor was there any need to. These figures used the cover of darkness and the plowed ditches to avoid the mechanical work zones, creeping towards the material storage area where the lights were less dense.

The material storage area was a key defense point. The figures stopped far away in a newly dug ditch on the ground.

"Big Brother, these people are watching very closely. Should we wait a bit longer or what?" one of the guys asked in a low voice.

The one called Big Brother poked his head out of the ditch to carefully watch the guards. After a long time, he pulled his head back and couldn't help but curse, "The richer they are, the less conscience they have. With so much stuff, they won't even let us take a little. Why watch it so tight!"

This theory, peculiar to thieves, received immediate support from the others. Someone immediately chimed in, "Exactly! They make everyone work their lives away for them, but they watch even the carrying poles and baskets so closely."

These hiding fellows didn't know that they had already been spotted by the people in the watchtower. A patrol team had long since signaled the post with flashlights. The reason the guard team hadn't acted was that they were preparing to wait and see if any other fellows would come over, intending to catch them all in one net. Startling the snake too early was not a good thing.

The comrades in the watchtower carefully watched for signals from the various patrol directions while rubbing their cheeks, which were frozen cold. "Squad leader, why do these little thieves refuse to work properly? If they worked honestly on the construction site, they wouldn't earn any less than we do."

Mobilizing the local people of Xuzhou to participate in labor, the People's Party paid considerable remuneration. solely in terms of equal pay for equal work, the income of the masses was probably even a bit more than what the soldiers received. These days, attempted thefts were as numerous as ox hairs, but actual successful cases were negligible. Because the People's Party placed the utmost importance on systems, Chen Ke believed that "Systems defeat everything!" The engineering personnel knew very well that since these commoners came to participate in labor to get paid, if the system wasn't perfect, large-scale loss of materials would be inevitable. Since the People's Party did not yet intend to carry out large-scale arrests and sentencing—strong control measures—against ordinary commoners, then to protect the People's Party's own interests and the interests of the vast number of laborers, it was necessary to treat everyone as a potential thief in the system's design.

Taking earth excavation as an example, the People's Party did not allow commoners to bring their own tools. Not when entering, and not when leaving. Based on the concepts of "execution without instruction is cruelty" and "having a beginning and an end," strict promotion of the rules was conducted for every laborer before entry. At the end of every shift, to receive payment, one had to hand over the receipt along with the tools. At worst, there were issues with broken tools, but not many theft incidents occurred.

For those who were stubborn and tried to steal during the day, arrests were made without leniency. After being caught, they were publicly tried in the court beside the construction site, generally sentenced to fifteen days of labor reform. Under the surveillance of the Public Security Department, they performed forced labor, with wages at only 70% of normal labor. These trials became a form of entertainment for the masses during breaks; the trial grounds were always surrounded by a sea of people, with bursts of laughter and curses ringing out.

This tough approach actually built a very good reputation among the masses. These dishonest fellows didn't just start being dishonest now; they weren't good birds in their daily lives either. Seeing them arrested and forced to work, the masses actually felt quite happy.

Some of the undyingly thief-hearted fellows, seeing they couldn't succeed during the day, switched strategies, changing from fishing in troubled waters to direct theft. The People's Party implemented key point monitoring, and the fellows with this kind of guts were caught one after another. Arrest experience also became increasingly rich.

Just like in the beginning, catching a team of small thieves could mobilize almost the entire guard team, often affecting the normal labor order. Now, the guard team would start a comprehensive arrest during the darkest time before dawn. By the time all these fellows were caught, the sky would be bright, perfectly timed not to delay the day's normal work.

The situation this time was likely the same. Even if the patrol team saw suspicious characters, they wouldn't act immediately; they just used flashlights to send messages. After the various watchtowers and sentry posts confirmed they had tracked those chicken-stealing, dog-robber types, they would also communicate via flashlight. If they temporarily lost the trail, they would have the patrol team search again. The patrols seemed lax, but it actually gave the feeling of "Heaven's net is wide, coarse but letting nothing slip through." Even so, comrades with relatively rich experience still felt things were a bit different from usual.

From the emphasis on weapon cleaning in the watchtowers to the more vigorous figures of the patrol teams, and the abnormal calmness in some areas of the site... all these details made the dutiful soldiers in the watchtower feel something was wrong. A communications officer came to make contact, flashing the night's password signal—three long, three short—from below the tower. The comrades in the tower let him climb up.

"There might be a bandit attack tonight. The commander requests everyone to be vigilant."

The intelligence from the communicator made the comrades not just vigilant, but immediately tense. "How many bandits are coming to loot?"

"We've already arranged troops on the periphery; it's unlikely the battle will spill over to the material storage area. But it's better to be careful. If anyone else rushes towards the material storage area, the commander orders everyone to return fire immediately. Enemies are absolutely not allowed to approach."

"Yes!" The comrades all roused their spirits.

"Also, don't act rashly and startle the snake. If no fighting occurs, don't aim guns outside, and don't frequently stick your bodies out," the communicator delivered the final requirement.

For the half-hour after the communicator left, the comrades in the watchtower were in a state of high excitement. They pretended to be the same as in the first half of the night according to regulations. But everyone leaned tightly against the wooden walls of the tower, occasionally glancing out the window. They both hoped the battle would start and hoped it wouldn't.

It wasn't until a gunshot suddenly rang out in the distance, followed by several flares being launched into the sky. If the gas lamps on the construction site could be considered brilliantly lit, the blinding light of the flares gave the comrades in the tower the illusion that it was day. Just a moment later, gunshots erupted from the southwest. It seemed the comrades in the material storage area had received orders; even with such intense fighting sounds, still no one appeared.

Just at this moment, those few petty thieves who thought they had escaped the watchtower's surveillance crept out from their hiding place. These few were truly audacious; not only did they not scatter and flee, but they recklessly crept towards the material storage area regardless of life or death. They actually wanted to fish in troubled waters.

No order was needed anymore. The comrades in the watchtower propped their rifles on the window sills, pulled the bolts, and aimed at those fellows.

Just as taught in training class, hitting with the first shot was extremely difficult. The three comrades in the tower fired simultaneously, but only hit one person. The effect of training showed itself then: without the slightest hesitation or regret, the three comrades continued firing at their targets. After three rounds of shooting, all four men who rushed out were knocked to the ground.

Ignoring the screams of the four who had been hit, the comrades' gun muzzles all turned towards the position they had rushed out from. Everyone had seen clearly earlier that there were five people hiding there, which meant there was still one guy left behind.

The waiting time was agonizing. It was unclear if a long time had passed or merely a moment. Holding their breath and staring wordlessly at the mound of earth, ready at any moment to spot the enemy moving, created a massive illusion in the perception of time. Following their daily training, the comrades counted silently in their hearts. Just as they counted to over 300, the cunning guy left behind finally poked his head out to look. This immediately calmed the comrades' hearts significantly. That guy hadn't run away.

Everyone held their breath and waited. That guy poked his head out several times in succession, then tried to slowly crawl away along the ditch. He thought his body could hide inside the ditch, but from the high vantage point of the watchtower, his body was completely exposed under the muzzles. The three comrades each fired a shot. The target area was so large that they could even see the small holes explode open as the bullets penetrated his cotton coat. The guy's body twitched a few times, then lay motionless in the ditch.

Seeing that they had finally finished off those five fellows, the comrades in the watchtower felt their taut nerves suddenly relax. Everyone gasped for air, and one comrade's legs even went soft, causing him to sit down on the wooden floor. The excitement raced through their nerves like electric current; everyone was trembling all over, wanting to go see their results, yet seemingly held back by a huge resistance that prevented them from leaning out to look.

Before the sky turned bright, the gunfire on the construction site completely ceased. The guard troops checked the fellows who had been shot down. For those who weren't dead, military doctors in white coats immediately gave treatment.

Commanding this operation was the People's Internal Affairs Committee. The person in charge was Liu Yongsheng, who had once participated in the Political Department meeting. After inspecting the battlefield, Liu Yongsheng took a middle-aged man in civilian clothes into a temporary tent on the site. After the two sat down, Liu Yongsheng spoke unhurriedly, "Mr. Ren Jizhou, thank you for providing us with the news about these bandits. This has been a huge help to us."

Ren Jizhou replied somewhat nervously, "I only learned of their news by chance. I was afraid your army wouldn't believe me. Or think I was in cahoots with them."

Liu Yongsheng chuckled a few times. "We strive not to wrong anyone. These people merely stayed at Mr. Ren's inn. If we directly linked Mr. Ren to these bandits just because of that without investigation, that would be unreasonable. Mr. Ren, rest assured, our People's Party strives to prevent such things from happening."

Hearing Liu Yongsheng's words, Ren Jizhou's expression relaxed. He nodded repeatedly, "I don't seek any reward; I only ask not to be implicated. With Comrade Liu saying this, I am at ease."

"You can truly be at ease about this matter; we will absolutely not wrong anyone," Liu Yongsheng comforted.

After speaking, Liu Yongsheng poured a cup of water for Ren Jizhou. Seeing Ren Jizhou holding the cup and bowing in gratitude, Liu Yongsheng urged, "Mr. Ren, drink some water to calm your nerves first. After this whole night, you must be tired."

Since Liu Yongsheng was so polite, even though the cup contained only plain water, Ren Jizhou lifted it and drank most of it in one breath. Just as he put down the cup, he heard Liu Yongsheng say, "Mr. Ren, I have something I want to ask you. As a high-level spy for Beiyang, I wonder how many ocean dollars you get a month?"

If these words had been spoken in an interrogating tone, or shouted while slamming the table, they might have given a sense of intimidation. But when Liu Yongsheng said them unhurriedly, in an extremely ordinary tone, Ren Jizhou initially couldn't figure out if Liu Yongsheng was joking. The muscles on his face twitched a few times, and then he said with a trembling voice, "Comrade Liu, I really am not in the same gang as those bandits."

Just as he finished saying this, the two comrades from the People's Internal Affairs Committee standing behind Ren Jizhou had already pounced, twisted Ren Jizhou's arms behind his back, and handcuffed him. But that was all. After handcuffing Ren Jizhou, the two released his arms and took a step back.

Ren Jizhou tried to stand up to argue, so the two behind him had to step forward again and press him back into the chair.

Only after Ren Jizhou finished shouting his grievances did Liu Yongsheng speak again, still unhurriedly. "I stand by what I said. I don't believe you have any collusion with the bandits. We have investigated that. However, you *are* a Beiyang spy; we have investigated that too. Your real name isn't Ren Jizhou; it's Wang Jizhou. You are a distant relative of Wang Shizhen. Before the Manchu Qing fell, Wang Shizhen sent you to Xuzhou to gather intelligence on our People's Party. You found an opportunity to take over a shop and became an innkeeper. From that time on, you have been acting as a secret agent for Beiyang."

Hearing Liu Yongsheng say this, Ren Jizhou cried out that he was wrongly accused.

Seeing Ren Jizhou's panicked expression and resolute denial, Liu Yongsheng laughed with some helplessness, "Hehe, Mr. Ren. Do you know? Our People's Party opposes torture to extract confessions. Why? Because we have conducted scientific research, and intelligence obtained through torture is often just what the interrogators want to force the victim to admit. What we want to hear is the truth."

At the mention of torture, Ren Jizhou's face turned pale. He had been an innkeeper for a long time and dealt with many people; he knew that after this initial denial, followed by the word "but," everything would change.

Sure enough, Liu Yongsheng continued, "But, I think we still have to beat you. Why? Because some people think that since we talk about science and don't approve of torture, they feel they don't have to suffer physical pain and thus don't have to tell us the truth. So, regarding my personal interrogation habit... I won't ask you any questions first; I'll apply torture. I'll watch your tolerance for pain while beating you, seeing how to beat you to make it hurt the most and be the most unbearable. Once we've gone through this procedure, I believe you won't have any misunderstandings. Thinking that besides asking questions, we won't do anything else."

Although it was winter, Ren Jizhou felt cold sweat breaking out on his back. If Liu Yongsheng had brandished a leather whip or threatened him with a ferocious face, it wouldn't have caused such immense psychological pressure. But Liu Yongsheng talked about science and reason, and what he said wasn't nonsense. Not only that, Liu Yongsheng even hoped Ren Jizhou could understand the reason for the torture himself. This actually truly terrified Ren Jizhou.

Unknowingly, Ren Jizhou suddenly found his forehead covered in sweat. If Liu Yongsheng's purpose in using torture was just to make Ren Jizhou confess something, Ren Jizhou could have made up some lies. But this time, the torture didn't seek to make him say anything at all; it was just a round of "killer sticks" (intimidation beating). So what even more brutal methods were waiting for Ren Jizhou after the beating?

The fear caused by imagination was even more terrifying than the pain itself. Just as Ren Jizhou was sweating profusely and at a loss for what to do, Liu Yongsheng asked leisurely, "So, Mr. Ren, do you have any thoughts?"

Ren Jizhou subconsciously said, "I really am not a spy. I said from the start, I am not a spy."

"Sigh!" Liu Yongsheng sighed. "Mr. Ren, if you weren't a spy, you would have been trying to prove yourself just now. The fact that you say this now only means you are considering whether or not to admit you are a spy. So, let's wait until after the beating to ask questions."
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"Scientific beating"—if he hadn't experienced it personally, Ren Jizhou would never have believed such a damned thing existed in the world. When he was taken away to be "beaten with the killer stick," Ren Jizhou thought he was going to be caned. Unexpectedly, the interrogators took him away from the construction site and drove him for an unknown amount of time in a sealed, windowless carriage. When the door opened, Ren Jizhou found himself in a strange courtyard. He was taken into a room where the men calmly uncuffed him and told him to "move your fingers a bit first to avoid unnecessary injury."

Ren Jizhou was confused by the situation. He looked around the torture chamber; there were no iron chains, clubs, or whips. There were only a few odd-looking chairs. Just as he was wondering how to react, the interrogators didn't say another word and forced him into one of the chairs. The chair had iron hoops that, when closed and locked, perfectly immobilized him. A delicate finger clamp was immediately forced onto his hands, firmly gripping his ten fingers between eleven wooden slats.

Up to this point, although the treatment was rough, there was no pain yet. Just as Ren Jizhou finally thought of something to say, the mechanical mechanism of the finger clamp began to tighten. The ten fingers sandwiched between the wooden slats sent intense pain signals to his brain. His brain automatically mobilized the muscles controlling his vocal cords, and Ren Jizhou let out an earth-shattering scream.

After Ren Jizhou had "sung at the top of his lungs" for over half a minute, the clamp loosened. The pain subsided, and he stopped howling. Tears and snot flowed uncontrollably. An interrogator handed him a wooden stick and said kindly, "If you bite on this, you might feel a bit better when the torture continues in a moment."

"I confess! I confess, okay?" Ren Jizhou asked, weeping and sniffling.

The interrogator replied with a serious and earnest expression, "The procedure isn't finished yet, so that definitely won't do. I told you just now, we don't practice torture to extract confessions. Interrogating while beating is wrong. So, do you want to bite the stick?"

Ren Jizhou was still trying to figure out how to escape the torture. The interrogator had seen plenty of people like him and knew he couldn't convince Ren Jizhou to face reality anytime soon. Putting down the stick, the interrogator resumed his work. The interrogation room was immediately filled with Ren Jizhou's screeching.

After the finger clamps were applied with stopwatch precision, next came the leg crushers. After the leg crushers came waterboarding. It was winter, and the already bone-chilling water was mixed with a large amount of crushed ice. Ren Jizhou's head was forcibly submerged. The terror of suffocation combined with the rapid drop in body temperature triggered a doubled sense of horror. The comrades of the People's Internal Affairs Committee had tested these punishments on themselves; even knowing they wouldn't cause severe physical injury, the psychological impact and pain were not easily resisted.

Ren Jizhou had never experienced such professional torture. From the excruciating pain of ten fingers connected to the heart, to the bone-deep agony of his shins, to the icy hell of waterboarding, every sensation left him begging for death but unable to die. The pain was unbearable enough, but during the waterboarding, the freezing water flooded his nose and mouth like cutting knives. His throat and lungs burned with pain, as if stabbed by small knives, mixed with a sour numbness. Yet his mind remained extremely clear. The fear of death occupied his entire consciousness, and he struggled with all his might. But the People's Party's torture devices were ingeniously designed to hold him perfectly in place. He helplessly felt the despair of approaching death step by step.

Finally fished out of the ice water, Ren Jizhou collapsed on the floor, coughing violently. After coughing up the water choked in his throat and nose, he did something he hadn't done in at least twenty years. He wailed aloud.

The first round of torture ended. Ren Jizhou, groggy but obedient, changed into dry clothes, dried his head, and was taken to the interrogation room. This wasn't a tent on the construction site, but an ordinary room with white walls. Sitting inside was still Liu Yongsheng.

"Mr. Ren, have a drink of water," Liu Yongsheng said slowly and pleasantly, as if nothing had happened.

Recalling that Liu Yongsheng had the same expression and voice before the torture, Ren Jizhou looked as if he had been whipped, his face instantly turning pale. He shrank back in fear, as if distancing himself slightly from Liu Yongsheng would make him a little safer.

Liu Yongsheng had seen this expression many times. Not only did the various spies caught in the base area have this look, but even the captured Japanese spies showed such terror after interrogation. Completely ignoring Ren Jizhou's fearful look, Liu Yongsheng continued the topic from not long ago, "Let's continue discussing your activities as a spy."

The function of torture lies in intimidation, and the power of intimidation lies in the subject's own fear. If it is mentioned repeatedly, and the subject resolves to resist to the end, the effect of torture diminishes greatly. Therefore, Liu Yongsheng didn't mention the torture at all but began asking about Ren Jizhou's background.

Sure enough, the disconnect between the experience of torture and Liu Yongsheng's complete failure to mention it distracted Ren Jizhou. Without needing to pay special attention, one could spot the contradictions in his answers. Liu Yongsheng sighed inwardly; interrogating a guy like Ren Jizhou, who was already confused but still persisted in lying, was not an easy job. It looked like this would be another long battle.

After asking the same batch of questions three times in a row, Liu Yongsheng pointed to one of the recorded questions and asked, "Mr. Ren, we asked when you arrived in Xuzhou. Three times you insisted you were a Xuzhou local. However, when we issued household registration books to Xuzhou citizens, the information we obtained was quite the opposite. Can you explain this? If you want to find witnesses to prove you are a Xuzhou local, you can tell me right now who can vouch for you."

Ren Jizhou hadn't expected Liu Yongsheng to go straight for this issue. Panic rose in his heart, but suppressing his fluster, he began trying to think of a way to defend himself.

***

Three days after the bandit attack on the construction site, the People's Internal Affairs Committee submitted a separate report to Chen Ke. The report concerned the Committee's dismantling of multiple spy networks in Xuzhou. The newly uncovered networks included not only those from Beiyang and Wang Youhong in southern Jiangsu but also networks hired by foreigners. Britain, Japan, and the United States—countries with significant interests in China—had all implemented espionage activities against the base area.

The comrades of the People's Internal Affairs Committee had achieved significant results, which naturally pleased Chen Ke. However, he knew the characteristics of these comrades well. Since they submitted this report without mentioning how the bandit attack was solved, there must be significant issues involved. Sure enough, in the "incidental issues" section of the report summary, the Committee listed a batch of testimonies. Spies couldn't just observe from the outside; they also attempted to infiltrate the People's Party to obtain more detailed and accurate information. Among those captured, many mentioned having contact with certain comrades of the People's Party. The People's Internal Affairs Committee cleverly compiled this intelligence separately and gave it all to Chen Ke.

Scanning through it, Chen Ke put down the document. This method of handling proved the political sensitivity of the leading comrades of the People's Internal Affairs Committee. At the start of the Rectification Campaign, Chen Ke had specifically told them that this movement was not about handling enemy-us contradictions, so the Committee was not allowed to participate.

They indeed hadn't participated. Even when they broke enemy intelligence networks and discovered facts about enemy contact with Party comrades, they neither concealed it nor took matters into their own hands. Instead, they pushed everything to Chen Ke. At least they hadn't caused unnecessary chaos. Chen Ke suddenly recalled forum discussions he had once participated in—discussions of a rather dark nature. No one ever dared to attack the Premier in certain ways because the Premier managed intelligence work and held "black material" on many people. Chen Ke hadn't quite understood the concept of "black material" at the time, but holding this stack of it now, he suddenly had an epiphany.

Having contact with an enemy intelligence network didn't equate to defecting to the enemy. If Chen Ke wanted to purge certain people, he didn't need any schemes; he could simply take this "black material" and demand those comrades clarify the facts. No other means were necessary. With witnesses available, this alone would be enough for Chen Ke to take down anyone he felt needed taking down.

Moreover, once this black material appeared, it was practically impossible to eliminate. Chen Ke couldn't ask the People's Internal Affairs Committee to destroy this portion of the material; it would be archived. As long as these issues weren't resolved, they could be dug up at any time as a means of attack. The longer time dragged on, the more powerful these materials would likely become. Because by then, gathering witnesses and physical evidence would be extremely difficult. If internal personnel struggles arose within the Party, the goal wouldn't be to determine right from wrong but to remove certain people. With black material but no hard evidence, it would actually give those engaging in personnel struggles immense room to maneuver.

Thinking of this, Chen Ke couldn't help but press his palm against his forehead and let out a long sigh.

This kind of struggle had happened in history, and it was precisely the method most favored by bureaucrats familiar with the system. Chen Ke himself didn't know what he would do if that day came. Because protecting organizational security is the duty of members, even if one knows the other party has ulterior motives, as long as unresolved black material exists, such demands cannot be called wrong.

Should these issues be investigated and resolved now? Chen Ke felt this was an incredibly difficult matter to handle. The black material included not only comrades dismissed during the Rectification Campaign but also those promoted. Of course, there was also a group of comrades temporarily "untouched" by the campaign. In such a tense situation, once an investigation began, God knows what results it would trigger within the already shaken Party, government, and military.

Zhou Zhentao had dared to privately contact people to "stick up for a brother." Chen Ke didn't dare alert the enemy yet by conducting a comprehensive investigation and strike against this small clique. If news of this "black material" leaked out, who knew what other "geniuses" would use this matter to stir up trouble? Chen Ke could tolerate the comrades' mistakes up to this point, but that didn't mean he could tolerate those who stirred up trouble.

Thinking of this, Chen Ke stood up and began pacing in his office with his hands behind his back. Not long after, a guard entered to inform him that Chen Tianhua was visiting. Chen Ke quickly gathered up the materials before inviting Chen Tianhua in.

After entering and seeing no one else in the room, Chen Tianhua spoke straightforwardly: "Chairman Chen, I heard the base area caught a batch of spies. And these spies had contact with quite a few of our comrades."

Chen Ke felt a shiver run through him. He turned his head, wanting to demand who told Chen Tianhua. But just by meeting Chen Tianhua's gaze, Chen Ke knew exactly what he meant.

"Comrade Tianhua, have you started investigating the source of this news?" Chen Ke asked, staring at him.

"I've already started checking on my end. My purpose in coming here is to ask you, Chairman Chen, how do you actually view this kind of thing?" Chen Tianhua asked with a taut face. Including this time, leaks had occurred twice now. Chen Tianhua couldn't help but be anxious.

Chen Ke sat back in his chair. He was also extremely annoyed; the development of events was far beyond his imagination. He had originally thought the People's Internal Affairs Committee could strictly abide by confidentiality regulations, but in fact, this was not the case. Suppressing his agitation, he said slowly, "No matter what, I still have the same requirement: kill no one, arrest most of none."

"Chairman Chen, I'm not talking about killing one to warn a hundred. I feel now that someone is doing this on purpose behind the scenes. Someone has definitely linked up." Chen Tianhua excitedly pointed his left index finger in the air, as if trying to point out the guy or guys playing tricks behind the scenes. "If someone does this once, we say it's unintentional. But doing it a second time, this is absolutely intentional and organized. We can't pretend not to see these people."

If he hadn't read about the path the Party had taken in history, Chen Ke would probably be even more agitated than Chen Tianhua right now. Chen Tianhua wasn't wrong; likely someone had already formed a "headquarters." The members of this headquarters included people from all sides, and their actions so far were all in opposition to the "Rectification." In the Party's history, weren't the expansion of early purges and savage actions the countermeasures taken by purge promoters when meeting such resistance? So Chen Ke made up his mind that no matter how unhappy he was, he had to learn from Grandpa Mao.

"Comrade Tianhua, no matter what you say to me, the requirement set for this Rectification—kill no one, arrest most of none—must be carried through to the end. Even if comrades have done many things, up to now, they are still issues of organizational discipline. I will absolutely not allow the artificial intensification of contradictions, elevating these things out of thin air into enemy-us contradictions. I trust you very much, so whether you can understand it or not, you must resolutely execute this for me."

These words surprised Chen Tianhua greatly. His left index finger remained in the air as he stared at Chen Ke for a long time. Suddenly, like a deflated ball, he sat in the chair opposite Chen Ke. "Chairman Chen, you really have the stomach of a prime minister. You can still hold back even now."

Chen Ke smiled bitterly. If he hadn't truly seen so much history, if he hadn't truly had so many discussions, he would probably have jumped up even earlier than Chen Tianhua. Thinking of this, Chen Ke suddenly felt he had an epiphany about a question. In Grandpa Mao's collected works and many records in the base area, many people asked why things turned out this way, why "good people and the working masses" often lost to exploiting class rulers. Grandpa Mao loved to use "insufficient struggle" to explain it.

Chen Ke used to think this was too general. Now he suddenly felt this was the true maxim. Even though Chen Ke treated the path pointed out by Grandpa Mao as a golden rule, every time he truly gained something, it was recognized through struggle. In "On Practice," Grandpa Mao had long pointed out that the first step in the process of cognition is contact with external things, belonging to the stage of perception. The second step is to synthesize the data of perception by arranging and reconstructing it, belonging to the stage of conception, judgment, and inference. Only when the data of perception are very rich (not fragmentary) and correspond to reality (are not illusory) can we form correct concepts and logic on the basis of such data.

As for "contact with external things," that is what "On Contradiction" repeatedly emphasized: the problem of the universality or absoluteness of contradiction has a twofold meaning. One is that contradiction exists in the process of development of all things, and the other is that in the process of development of each thing a movement of opposites exists from beginning to end.

Grandpa Mao's personality was that of a man who dared to struggle. "Fighting with heaven is endless joy! Fighting with earth is endless joy! Fighting with people is endless joy!" Since contradictions always exist, what is there to be happy or unhappy about when facing struggle? Chen Ke finally felt he could somewhat understand Grandpa Mao's own attitude.

Chen Tianhua saw Chen Ke first smile bitterly, then soon his face glowed with health. This diametrically opposite display surprised him greatly. "Chairman Chen, the theory you speak of is correct, but problems must be solved practically. You have to point out the method to solve these problems for us?"

"I'll say it again, this matter is not about us struggling against certain comrades. The focus of the contradiction in this matter is whether we want to implement the concept of people's revolution and struggle against the feudal power-sharing ideology that competes with us for comrades. If we just want to catch a few people and kill them, rest assured, I can do it. But what use is that? To say something discouraging, if we can't let our Party and organization realize that this feudal power-sharing ideology itself is wrong, killing this batch of people will just lead to another batch just as bad. And I can guarantee you, the next batch, knowing our organization will chop heads and use cruel means, will hide deeper than the last batch and degenerate more severely than the last batch."

Chen Ke paused here temporarily. Once his train of thought opened up, he felt many ideas he hadn't had before popping up, and he needed to organize his thoughts first.

"I don't think that's necessarily true," Chen Tianhua replied somewhat unconvinced.

"Will it be better? Hmph!" Chen Ke sneered. "The Buddha spoke of the Dharma-Ending Age thousands of years ago, saying that when the Dharma is about to perish, in this turbid and evil world where the Five Rebellious Acts are committed, the demonic way will flourish. The demons are within the Buddhist gate, outwardly pretending to be practitioners, destroying and disrupting the true path of the Dharma. Up to now, even if our comrades have made mistakes, at least they are genuinely thinking about the principles of feudal power-sharing, speaking the words of feudal power-sharing, and doing the deeds of feudal power-sharing. If we simply and brutally kill these people, the comrades promoted to replace them will have the principles of feudal power-sharing in their hearts, speak the concepts of our people's revolution with their mouths, but do the deeds of feudal power-sharing in their actions. Which situation do you think is more terrible?"

Hearing Chen Ke's description, Chen Tianhua couldn't help but shudder. It was obvious the latter was more terrible. He opened his mouth but couldn't say anything.

Chen Ke looked at Chen Tianhua. "Comrade Tianhua, I am very glad you didn't say we should continue killing. If I had encountered this problem when I was young, I would definitely have gotten hot-headed and thought that killing could solve all problems. In reality, this is impossible. Since killing didn't solve the problem the first time, it shows it won't work in the future either. We don't need to consider this method."

"Then what should we do?" Chen Tianhua pressed.

"Do the ideological work at the grassroots level well. If we want to rectify the middle and high levels, we must conduct education at the grassroots level targeting existing discipline. If grassroots comrades realize the importance of secrecy, then our rectification of leaks at the middle and high levels will be a logical progression. If grassroots comrades understand that within our People's Party and People's Army there can be no beating or cursing, then who in the middle and high levels would dare to beat or curse? If the grassroots realizes that the feudal power-sharing system only enriches a few while harming the interests of the majority of comrades, then the middle and high levels will naturally lose their supporters. So to solve the problem, we must suit the remedy to the case. The method is to first let the grassroots comrades understand, and then solve the problems of the middle and high levels."

Chen Tianhua couldn't quite accept this. He continued to ask, "If the middle and high levels just pay lip service, like in the Dharma-Ending Age, outwardly pretending to be practitioners while destroying and disrupting the true path, then what do we do?"

"Comrade Tianhua, we must trust the people. The eyes of the people are snow-bright," Chen Ke spoke Grandpa Mao's mantra.
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# Prelude to Conflict (Part 14)

"Division Commander Zhou, this is today's study material." The guard placed a stack of documents in front of Zhou Zhentao, the commander of the 4406th Division. The documents were freshly printed and gave off the smell of fresh ink.

Zhou Zhentao took the documents and said to the guard, "You can go now."

Watching the guard leave, Zhou Zhentao let out a small sigh of relief, feeling a bit lighter at heart.

Since several incidents of conflict between cadres and subordinates or soldiers where orders for guards to intervene were refused, the fact that guards actually belonged to the "Political Security Department" had been "clearly recognized" by the cadres. In thousands of years of tradition, guards were the confidants of officials and should be their die-hard loyalists. But his own "loyalists" turned out to be "someone else's men." This caused considerable dissatisfaction among many cadres.

That guards must be managed by the Political Security Department was a rule established by Chairman Chen Ke. At the time, Zhou Zhentao hadn't thought much of it, but now, he felt that Chen Ke was perhaps being "too untrusting" of his comrades. These days, Zhou Zhentao tried to spend as little time as possible with his guards, which was the only way he could feel a bit better.

He opened the study materials. The first page featured a signed article titled *"We Are Comrades, We Must Be in Sync."* This was a recent trend; the Political Department was vigorously carrying out grassroots education, and Chen Ke was constantly writing articles to conduct ideological education throughout the entire Party and army.

Zhou Zhentao was a comrade who had followed Chen Ke since the Fudan Public School days in Shanghai and was one of the earliest Party members. He knew he was absolutely no match for Chen Ke when it came to writing articles and reasoning. Without even thinking, he knew Chen Ke must be asking everyone to prioritize discipline, work hard, and study well. It had been almost half a month since the New Year, and Chen Ke had been writing articles on this subject continuously. Zhou Zhentao felt a bit weary; facing the study material before him, he really didn't want to read it. He closed the file and simply leaned back in his chair to close his eyes and rest.

As a native of Shaanxi, Zhou Zhentao had always valued *yiqi* (loyalty and brotherhood). In Shaanxi, if a person only talked about reason but not *yiqi*, they simply couldn't get by. Valuing *yiqi* and moral principles was the foundation of Zhou Zhentao's life. In fact, not just in Shaanxi, even in the south, one had to talk about *yiqi*. But in his recent propaganda, Chen Ke had slapped a label called "Mountain-topism" on "valuing *yiqi*." Forcibly linking *yiqi* with forming cliques and factions made Zhou Zhentao quite disappointed.

When comrades made mistakes, instead of covering for them, they had to dig deep into the ideological roots and find the so-called "source of erroneous thought." Zhou Zhentao considered this "unreasonable," or even framing people. Comrades worked hard to become cadres; if they occasionally did something wrong, they should at least be given some face. Making them admit their mistakes in front of their subordinates—how could they lead troops or work in the future? A man lives for his face, just as a tree lives for its bark. If face is lost, where does prestige come from?

But Zhou Zhentao really couldn't say these things out loud. He knew very well that he was no match for Chen Ke in a debate. Moreover, Chen Ke never used twisted logic; he would lay out the grand principles, and Zhou Zhentao would be unable to respond. What made Zhou Zhentao even more puzzled, or rather unhappy, was that while Chen Ke was conducting massive education at the grassroots level, he didn't relax the work requirements one bit. Many cadres faced the rectification movement with fear and trepidation while still having to work themselves to death. This was simply treating people like draft animals. Thinking of this, Zhou Zhentao felt dead tired. As a division commander, he had to manage work at all levels and worry about trying to protect others. He suddenly felt that everything he was doing wasn't worth it. What was he working so hard for?

Just as he was feeling upset and distracted, the guard entered the office. "Commander, Comrade Chu Shiliang is here. Do you want to see him?"

Chu Shiliang was Chu Shifu's cousin and also a relative and confidant of Zhou Zhentao's subordinate, Chu Deli. Zhou Zhentao replied, "Let him in."

Chu Shiliang had a look of obvious excitement on his face. As soon as the guard went out, Chu Shiliang said happily, "Commander Zhou, I heard some news. Things are starting to stir up in Gu Lu's regiment."

Zhou Zhentao didn't like Chu Shiliang; he felt that Chu Shiliang's character was quite poor. However, there weren't many people who were willing to stand firmly on his side now, so Zhou Zhentao didn't have much choice. "What's going on?" Zhou Zhentao asked.

"Gu Lu is holding some kind of mass supervision in his regiment, asking the soldiers to give their opinions. I heard that regarding the distribution of rewards before the New Year, many soldiers feel that Gu Lu's distribution was unfair, and they've started to make a fuss. They have democratic meetings every night. I heard that many comrades are going to seek justice at today's democratic meeting. It should be a big scene."

Chu Shiliang knew that Zhou Zhentao didn't like showy people. When he first started telling this news, he managed to restrain himself slightly. Because Gu Lu and Chu Deli had had fierce conflicts in the past, Chu Shiliang detested Gu Lu. As he spoke of the soldiers in Gu Lu's regiment "making trouble," Chu Shiliang was beaming by the end. It wasn't until he saw Zhou Zhentao staring at him with disgust that Chu Shiliang finally managed to wipe the smile off his face.

Zhou Zhentao knew that Gu Lu had organized this "Democratic Meeting" in his regiment. Democratic meetings were nothing new in the People's Party. Back when Chen Ke founded the "Insurance Corps," there were democratic meetings in the army. At that time, Zhou Zhentao was a subordinate and on the "democracy" side, while Chen Ke and the Party Committee leaders were the ones accepting the democratic supervision of the comrades. Later, due to war and construction, democratic meetings gradually faded away. Hearing this term again, Zhou Zhentao couldn't help but feel a sense of distant memory.

"Feigning enthusiasm," Zhou Zhentao said in his heart. Democratic meetings consumed a lot of time. Whenever there was major work, everyone was fully occupied with combat prep or labor. If there was any spare time, it was better to hurry up and sleep. Holding democratic meetings for ten days or half a month was just a formality.

However, he couldn't say this to Chu Shiliang. Zhou Zhentao didn't like Chu Shiliang's habit of treating a chicken feather as a warrant arrow. He asked coldly, "Is there anything else?"

Seeing that his report didn't make Zhou Zhentao happy, Chu Shiliang dared not show any more expression of claiming credit. He quickly said, "Commander Zhou, nothing else for now. If there's any situation, I'll report to you in time."

Zhou Zhentao was completely unmoved by Chu Shiliang's diligence. He said in a stern tone, "Platoon Leader Chu, you are a platoon leader and have to lead a whole platoon of men. Labor is so tight right now; you should be working more on the construction site."

"Commander Zhou, don't worry. The work has been arranged, and it absolutely won't delay the progress," Chu Shiliang answered quickly.

Zhou Zhentao knew that Chu Shiliang had definitely arranged the work, otherwise he wouldn't dare run over to report the situation. Moreover, Zhou Zhentao knew even better that Chu Shiliang came to report partly to prove his loyalty to Zhou Zhentao, and partly because he didn't like manual labor and coming to report gave him a dignified excuse to escape his work. This was what you called a "petty person" (Xiao Ren).

As a member of a prominent family in Fengxiang, Shaanxi, Zhou Zhentao had received a lot of internal family education since childhood. One absolutely could not put this kind of petty person in an important position, but one also couldn't be without them. How exactly to use them depended on the development of the current situation.

***

As an ordinary middle peasant from the Henan region of the Dabie Mountains, Gu Lu had not received this kind of "ruling class education." It wasn't until several days after he decided to promote "Democratic Life Meetings" in the regiment, when he occasionally met Political Department Director Chen Tianhua and they chatted about recent work, that Gu Lu learned Chairman Chen Ke had once promoted this kind of democratic life meeting in the army.

Gu Lu felt neither pride nor fear that he had unintentionally copied Chen Ke. He asked Chen Tianhua how Chairman Chen Ke's democratic life meetings were conducted back then. Chen Tianhua actually didn't have much experience either; he suggested Gu Lu ask Chai Qingguo. Chai Qingguo had a lot of experience with this.

After listening to Gu Lu's inquiry, Chai Qingguo scrutinized Gu Lu carefully for a while before answering, "At democratic life meetings, only one thing was discussed: how to work. Back then, it really was about pooling wisdom. Later, it was gradually replaced by various professional research institutions. Now, it's mentioned as if it exists, but in reality, it's just a saying."

Gu Lu didn't expect Chai Qingguo to give such a complete introduction to the history of democratic life meetings. He didn't think much of it and just asked, "Chief Commander Chai won't oppose my doing this, will he?"

"Why would he oppose it?" Chai Qingguo asked back.

"Because I've only participated in soldiers' committees, not this kind of democratic life meeting. So I don't know if doing this will meet with opposition," Gu Lu replied frankly.

Chai Qingguo looked at Gu Lu with bright eyes. After a good while, he said, "You are the regiment political commissar; the political work in the regiment is your responsibility. You don't need to care what the higher-ups say. Chairman Chen has repeatedly emphasized one thing: our Party organization is a bottom-up structure, not a top-down structure. There was a reason for what happened back then; Chairman Chen was too dominant. Whether meetings were held or not, he could point out the correct path, so discussion meetings turned into sermons. At that time, our base area was small and our strength was weak. We didn't have the situation we have now; it wasn't even clear if we could survive. If we really engaged in democratic discussions, it would have delayed things. Later, democratic life meetings had to be cancelled. That wasn't a question of whether democratic life meetings were right or wrong; the circumstances at the time compelled it. Now that you're organizing democratic life meetings in the regiment, if anyone gossips, you don't need to pay them any mind. Just do it according to your ideas."

Gu Lu was an extremely rule-abiding person. Since the Political Department Director didn't object, and Chai Qingguo had explicitly expressed support, he started organizing democratic life meetings in the regiment. The meetings mainly discussed two issues: first, discussing with everyone how to work better; and second, discussing various issues encountered in work that made comrades unhappy.

In the first few days, no one knew what to say. What they could bring up were trivial matters, like whether the cadres' attitudes were correct or if they were happy at work. It wasn't until the Party's organizational discipline had been publicized to a certain extent that fierce conflicts truly appeared in the democratic life meetings.

The "Three Main Rules of Discipline and Eight Points for Attention" were executed quite well in the regiment. Plus, after Lu Kaiwen was removed from his post, the cadres were quite shaken; they barely dared to speak loudly, let alone violate discipline. When the issue of "Labor and Equality" was explained to the comrades, a comrade stood up and asked, "Cadres are often not at the construction site, yet when rewards are distributed, cadres get the same as soldiers. Does this count as equality?"

This question immediately received the approval of a considerable number of comrades. Of course, there are always outliers everywhere. For example, in a company democratic life meeting that Gu Lu attended, after this question was raised, a comrade made a cynical remark, "Troop education used to say we oppose absolute egalitarianism. Cadres and soldiers' work naturally can't be averaged out."

Opposing absolute egalitarianism was something Chen Ke had proposed in the past. At that time, the troops started talking about equality, and some soldiers thought that since they were talking about fairness, everything had to be exactly the same. Officers and soldiers had to have equal living quarters, and commanders couldn't ride horses. When the fuss got big, even carrying stretchers had to be equal. At that time, Chen Ke had criticized this way of thinking as "One monk carries water to drink, two monks carry water to drink, three monks have no water to drink." After education in the troops, this trend finally calmed down. Although comrades didn't say it out loud, they hadn't forgotten the events of a long time ago.

The commanders naturally couldn't wholeheartedly agree with this accusation. Plus, with Regiment Political Commissar Gu Lu present, the cadres began to explain in a bit of a fluster. As soon as they started explaining, the comrades stopped pressing the issue. The meeting returned to its usual calm state.

Gu Lu just listened quietly at first. It wasn't until the democratic life meeting was about to end in a lifeless manner, with neither cadres nor soldiers having anything more to say and just waiting to disperse, that Gu Lu stood up and walked to the center of the venue. He was less than 1.7 meters tall and not physically robust. Walking silently among the comrades, he really had no imposing presence.

But when Gu Lu spoke, his voice was loud and crisp, sounding somewhat like a bell. "I am going to criticize comrades today. Not the commanders, I am going to criticize our soldiers!"

The commanders' faces turned ugly. What was the difference between criticizing soldiers and criticizing commanders? In any case, the leadership responsibility couldn't be escaped. The soldiers weren't familiar with the newly appointed Regiment Political Commissar Gu Lu either. Hearing Gu Lu's loud voice and clear attitude as he directly started criticizing people, the soldiers felt a real pressure from this commissar who was neither tall nor burly. No one dared to make a sound; everyone just quietly listened as the commissar began to criticize them.

"Comrades, our organizational discipline requires everyone to speak up openly when they encounter unsatisfactory things. This is the organizational discipline of our Worker-Peasant Revolutionary Army. If what you say is right, everyone will naturally support you. If what you say is wrong, everyone will tell you where you are wrong. This is our organizational discipline. Work is already very hard; if everyone is unhappy inside but doesn't say it, how can the work be done well? On this matter, I have to say everyone is doing it wrong. After I criticize everyone today, there's no need to fear anything. If you have something to say, say it openly. You can't be like you were in the meeting today—complaining a couple of times when you have the chance, and saying nothing when you don't. Say whatever you have. What are you afraid of?"

Both commanders and soldiers were stunned. No one expected that Regiment Political Commissar Gu Lu would actually criticize this. Soldiers listening to officers had been the way for thousands of years. The comrades couldn't quite understand what Gu Lu meant for a moment.

After a while, the comrade who had made the cynical remark earlier suddenly laughed once, then said, "If I speak straight like that, I'm afraid the commanders won't be happy. If they aren't happy, naturally I can't be happy either."

The soldiers were all from rural backgrounds and were quite simple and honest people. Many comrades took quite a while to understand the meaning behind these words. Some comrades, waiting until others laughed out loud, asked other comrades with faces full of confusion what was so funny about that statement.

"You don't need to fear retaliation. If comrades feel they told the truth but were retaliated against, they can bring it up publicly at the democratic life meeting. I don't know if the commanders have explained it clearly to everyone, but I believe the commanders will explain it clearly according to the regulations. I am repeating it here again: everyone has the right to participate in this democratic life meeting. No one can use any excuse to deprive comrades of their right to participate in the democratic life meeting. If anyone does this, you can report it to the commissar, and we will definitely deal with it seriously. Do you understand?"

The comrades looked at each other in astonishment, not knowing how to answer for a moment. Gu Lu didn't wait too long; he continued to say loudly, "Time is up for today. Comrades, hurry and go rest. Tomorrow's work won't be easy. When the democratic life meeting starts tomorrow, I hope everyone can speak out loudly what they want to say. I will come to attend the meeting again."

For the next day's democratic life meeting, Gu Lu happened to be called by Chen Tianhua to discuss some work. Gu Lu, who usually didn't like riding horses, specifically found a horse and rode quickly to Chen Tianhua's place to explain clearly that he wanted to attend the democratic life meeting. Chen Tianhua said nothing more and told Gu Lu that not only would work be suspended for now, but Chen Tianhua would also personally attend this democratic life meeting.

When the two appeared at the venue, the cadres and soldiers were already waiting there early. Gu Lu could see looks of unease in the cadres' eyes, and even some disappointment upon seeing Gu Lu arrive on time. The soldiers' eyes, however, held anxiety and unease, but seeing Gu Lu attend the meeting on time, a great enthusiasm immediately appeared in everyone's eyes.

At this meeting, the comrades really didn't say anything unreasonable. Everyone's questions focused generally on one issue: why were the cadres often not seen during labor? Comrades worked every day, while cadres were often away for two or three days a week.

Seeing that Gu Lu was clearly backing the soldiers, the cadres looked dejected. Some cadres mumbled a few words of explanation, which not only failed to get the soldiers' agreement but led to even fiercer criticism because they stood out.

After such a round of criticism, the cadres were wilted. The soldiers, on the other hand, were emotional, shouting continuously for the cadres to say what they had been doing.

Chen Tianhua had really never attended this kind of grassroots democratic life meeting. Seeing the severe confrontation between cadres and soldiers, with a strong sense of tit-for-tat, he just looked at Gu Lu but didn't make a sound. Chen Tianhua didn't think there was anything wrong; Chen Ke had long said that faced with united masses, a small handful of cadres were no match at all. He really wanted to see how Gu Lu would handle this scene.

Sure enough, Gu Lu stepped forward. His voice remained loud. "Yesterday I criticized the soldiers; today I am going to criticize our cadres. What are you afraid of? Say what you did. As far as I know, everyone has to attend meetings at the regimental headquarters. Since Comrade Lu Kaiwen had his incident, there have been a lot of meetings. What is there to be embarrassed about saying? If you are afraid comrades will know that you weren't entirely at meetings but were slacking off, then I have to tell you, look at the questions comrades are raising now—they are just short of directly asking if the cadres are slacking off. Since it's reached this point, what is there to be afraid of? Tell the truth!"

Gu Lu's words triggered a roar of laughter from the soldiers, while the cadres' faces turned even uglier.

"Comrades, don't laugh!" Gu Lu turned and shouted to the soldiers. As soon as the shout fell, the soldiers immediately stopped laughing.

"Comrades, I haven't been in our regiment for long. I don't know about things before I came, and I can't say much about them. But now I ask comrades to limit the matters to be discussed to the period after I arrived. Let's not dig up old scores; let's discuss matters on their own merits and seek truth from facts. Do you agree?"

"Agreed!" the soldiers answered almost in unison.

Gu Lu turned his head and said to the cadres, whose faces were full of awkwardness and shame, "Comrade cadres, we are all men. What is this shyness? Since the comrades have asked, just lift your heads and answer the questions loudly. Losing face isn't about doing something wrong. It's about not daring to take responsibility—that's what makes people look down on you. I used to listen to Chairman Chen Ke's meetings. People talked about how Chairman Chen Ke went out rowing with comrades to provide disaster relief back in the day. At that time, no one knew how to row, and the boat capsized when it hit a wave. A whole boatload of comrades fell into the water. When speaking of these things, Chairman Chen admitted that everyone makes mistakes. Making mistakes is inevitable. Chairman Chen dared to admit what he had done; what don't you dare to admit? If you don't admit what you've done, does it count as you not having done it?"

With Gu Lu's encouragement, the democratic life meeting finally continued.



★


Diverging Paths Part 1

Volume 4 - Chapter 190

❧ ❧ ❧


# Chapter 188: Diverging Paths (Part 1)

After the Spring Festival, the first phase of the Yunlong Lake construction project was completed ahead of schedule after a month of intense work. Like previous large-scale infrastructure projects, large billboards were erected at the Yunlong Lake construction site, depicting the artist's impression of the completed project. The Yunlong Lake in the rendering was a scene of green hills and clear waters. This was just a large reservoir with a total area of 7 square kilometers, but including the low-lying areas and mountains covering more than 60 square kilometers around Yunlong Lake, this would be a fairly extensive wetland area.

According to surveys, once the August 1st Dike was built, the average water depth of Yunlong Lake at the safe water level would be close to 30 meters. The total water storage capacity would reach 200 million cubic meters. Unless there was a super-flood, the probability of Xuzhou being flooded would be reduced to a very low level.

However, the beautiful scenery on those large posters was just a future concept. In the early spring of 1912, the Yunlong Lake presented to everyone was a large earthen pit of unprecedented scale. It was dug very neatly, but it had nothing to do with beauty. First, the masses withdrew from the construction site, followed by most of the troops. The subsequent work was the responsibility of the relevant technical arms; the sheer physical labor was finally over.

Zhou Zhentao did not beam with joy like the soldiers. The soldiers knew that the heavy work of digging pits had come to an end, and next would be rest and reorganization, so they were naturally happy from the bottom of their hearts. Reorganization was not just rest; it included merit evaluation, awards, and even promotions. Every item was good news for the comrades. But in Zhou Zhentao's view, this well-deserved rest not only failed to make him happy but instead caused him strong displeasure.

The Political Department required that a discussion and summary meeting be held before this merit evaluation. More importantly, this officer personnel adjustment was different from before. previously, it was recommendation by the grassroots and assessment by the leadership. This time, the adjustment of officers at the battalion level and below became recommendation by the leadership and assessment and approval by the grassroots. Zhou Zhentao never expected the Political Department to pull this move. He sat in his chair with a gloomy face, not saying a word.

While he was lost in thought, the guard came in to report, "Commander Zhou, Comrade Chu Shiliang requests to see you."

"Not seeing him!" Zhou Zhentao's voice revealed the annoyance in his heart. As the guard was about to leave, Zhou Zhentao stopped him again, "Let him in."

This time, the fawning and excited look on Chu Shiliang's face was gone. He rushed to Zhou Zhentao with a face full of anxiety, "Commander Zhou, you have to help me!"

Even though he knew exactly what Chu Shiliang was talking about, Zhou Zhentao still didn't respond directly, "What trouble have you encountered now?"

Chu Shiliang said anxiously, "Commander Zhou, regarding this personnel adjustment, the promotion from platoon commander to company commander requires a work review. In our company, I only rank third. Commander Zhou, you have to help me."

A company had four platoons, so ranking third meant being second to last. Even if one wanted to compete for the job of company commander, logically speaking, a one-in-four selection was basically a competition between the top two. Chu Shiliang didn't have any special performance in his work, so it was impossible for him to have a chance no matter what.

"How much is the gap between you and the second place?" Zhou Zhentao asked.

"Just a little bit," Chu Shiliang answered.

"Specifically how much?"

"This..." Chu Shiliang dared not state the gap directly.

"Exactly how much is the difference?" Zhou Zhentao pressed.

"A difference of 15%," Chu Shiliang muttered.

Zhou Zhentao felt a burst of rage in his heart. If it was only a difference of 1% or even 3%, Chu Shiliang could say that the difference with other comrades was limited. But this 15% was almost one-sixth. Zhou Zhentao completely couldn't understand how Chu Shiliang had the thick skin to come to him.

Chu Shiliang obviously didn't feel there was anything wrong with him. Seeing Zhou Zhentao remain silent, he hurriedly leaned forward and tentatively said, "Commander Zhou, I'm your man. If you put in a word with the company, they will definitely listen to you."

Looking at Chu Shiliang's matter-of-fact expression, Zhou Zhentao didn't even have the mood to scold him anymore. *Xiao ren* (petty people/vile characters) really couldn't be used; Zhou Zhentao thoroughly understood this truth. Zhou Zhentao originally thought that petty people were at least capable of doing things, just that they had character issues. If used well, they might not be a force that couldn't be borrowed. But a petty person like Chu Shiliang, who only knew how to curry favor and flatter, who was unwilling to lag behind when seeking promotion but was incompetent when it really came to working—he was useless.

Just as he was about to kick Chu Shiliang out, he heard Chu Shiliang continue, "Commander Zhou, after the New Year, our platoon still completed the workload. The completed workload was nearly 20% more than before the New Year. But the platoon commanders of the other few platoons have gone crazy wanting to be promoted. The one ranked first completed nearly 40% more workload than before the New Year. I also worked hard, but I didn't expect them to produce so much more."

This situation surprised Zhou Zhentao a bit, and his anger towards Chu Shiliang actually dissipated quite a lot. "Then how did the workload of the other platoons go up?"

"After the merit evaluation criteria were detailed this time, the more work completed, the more bonus money. I heard those two platoon commanders encouraged the soldiers all day long to work more and earn more. When the company held meetings, they wouldn't go if they could avoid it, putting all their time into working," Chu Shiliang said with great grievance.

"They knew to work, so what were you doing?" Zhou Zhentao asked with a frown.

"Wasn't I asking around for news and attending meetings?" Chu Shiliang said even more aggrievedly.

How could Zhou Zhentao not hear the implication in Chu Shiliang's words? Because he was gathering intelligence for Zhou Zhentao, Chu Shiliang's work was affected. Therefore, Chu Shiliang felt that Zhou Zhentao had a responsibility to help him get this competitive opportunity.

"Comrade Chu Shiliang, merit evaluation is a matter for the entire army. This depends on the total completion. What I say alone doesn't count."

"Commander Zhou, you are the Division Commander. In our division, if what you say doesn't count, then who does?"

Zhou Zhentao already knew he was wrong. The reason for the mistake was that he shouldn't have paid attention to someone like Chu Shiliang from the start. Because Chu Shiliang wasn't the kind of person who only thought about earning merit by himself; once there was an opportunity, he would push the responsibility onto others.

At this moment, Zhou Zhentao could kick Chu Shiliang out, or directly order him to get out. However, because he realized his own mistake, Zhou Zhentao was full of dissatisfaction with himself, which actually suppressed his anger. He tried to speak as pleasantly as possible, "I know about this matter. I will tell you if there is any news."

"Thank you, Commander Zhou, for the promotion. I will definitely work hard for you in the future." Chu Shiliang left excitedly after thanking him profusely.

"Wretched fate!" Zhou Zhentao cursed inwardly as he watched Chu Shiliang's retreating figure.

The peace of mind brought by sending Chu Shiliang away didn't last long. Zhou Zhentao could send Chu Shiliang away, but he couldn't send the Political Department away. Zhou Zhentao still had to do the work arranged by the Political Department. After thinking for a while, Zhou Zhentao asked his guard to invite Li Guangshan from the Staff Department to the division headquarters.

Li Guangshan was a mid-level staff officer in the Operations Section of the Staff Department and was formerly Zhou Zhentao's subordinate. Upon meeting, Zhou Zhentao asked, "Guangshan, is there any news recently?"

A trace of guilt appeared on Li Guangshan's face, "Commander Zhou, the Staff Department has been emphasizing confidentiality discipline recently. I can't tell you some news anymore."

Zhou Zhentao could pull a long face at Chu Shiliang, but he was very amiable towards Li Guangshan. Even though he was rejected outright, he didn't show the slightest dissatisfaction. Zhou Zhentao said sincerely, "Guangshan, look at what you're saying. Naturally, I won't inquire about military secrets. It's just that you have access to a lot of intelligence, and your judgment on many pieces of intelligence is very accurate. I just want to find some opportunities for those comrades. To be dismissed from office just for such a trivial matter, I think it's really a pity."

Even though Zhou Zhentao's attitude was so good, Li Guangshan didn't seem moved by him. "Commander Zhou, the Staff Department has also been rectifying its style, requiring staff personnel not to say anything to the outside. A while ago, quite a few spies and agents were caught. Some of them were actually local people in Xuzhou who supported our revolutionary work quite a bit. If they hadn't been caught, and with both human and material evidence present, we really wouldn't dare to believe those people were actually special agents. Commander Zhou, regarding past matters, I've helped everyone I could. From now on, I really dare not violate discipline again."

Even if Zhou Zhentao was broad-minded, facing Li Guangshan's words, he felt a bit embarrassed. "Comrade Guangshan, do you think I look like a special agent?" Zhou Zhentao said with a touch of sarcasm.

"I didn't mean that." Li Guangshan shook his head gently. "Commander Zhou, for some things, if we helped, we helped. If we can't help, we can't help. After studying for this period of time, I feel more and more afraid in my heart. Before, it was because I wanted to help those comrades and find some opportunities for them to establish merit. But this news spread too widely, and it didn't manage to help those comrades. I am timid myself and dare not admit what I did before. But in the future, I will not participate in this matter no matter what. Commander Zhou, I'm stopping here regarding this matter."

Zhou Zhentao didn't expect Li Guangshan's attitude to be so firm. He tried to persuade Li Guangshan to relax, but Li Guangshan just had one sentence, "This matter ends here." Having no other choice, Zhou Zhentao could only let Li Guangshan leave.

As soon as Li Guangshan left, Zhou Zhentao felt empty inside. Zhou Zhentao was also clear about the strict investigation into the leak incident this time. He really didn't expect Chen Ke to attach such importance to this matter. Judging from the intensity of Chen Ke's reaction, Li Guangshan had guessed Chen Ke's strategic vision correctly. But because the leak incident occurred, Chen Ke immediately froze all strategic discussions and turned to internal rectification instead. Zhou Zhentao was also a bit afraid of Chen Ke's handling method. If Chen Ke refused to let go of this matter and insisted on investigating to the end—even if Chen Ke had never been one to purge people—this definitely didn't mean Chen Ke would let Zhou Zhentao off.

In order to rescue those old comrades-in-arms and old brothers, Zhou Zhentao had shouldered such a big risk, yet he hadn't achieved the slightest effect in saving people. Whenever he thought of this, Zhou Zhentao was both afraid and annoyed. "What exactly does Chairman Chen want to do?" Zhou Zhentao thought with a burst of egoistic anger.

Chen Ke was currently attending the merit evaluation meeting in Gu Lu's regiment. He and Chen Tianhua were hiding in a room; outside the room was the venue for a company's merit evaluation meeting. The merit evaluation meeting completely continued the model of the grassroots Democratic Life Meeting that Gu Lu had started to promote. The debate between the participants and the discussants was quite intense.

"Holding this meeting is not for revenge or settling scores. The purpose of the meeting is to enable everyone to work better. To do the work better. It's wrong for you to keep saying that the distribution is uneven."

Outside, cadres were reasoning with the soldiers. Chen Tianhua knew that Chen Ke never liked to interfere in these problems that arose in actual work. So he took this time to tell Chen Ke about the development process of the entire meeting.

In the first few days, the soldiers only asked the cadres to explain some issues. Seven or eight days later, Chen Tianhua found that the cadres had withstood the storm of criticism and questioning from the soldiers in the previous days and began to regain their grasp of the meeting's theme. Slacking cadres were the minority after all; most cadres came from the same background as the soldiers, and when it came to working, they were no worse than the comrades.

In response to this situation, Gu Lu proposed the suggestion of "a small meeting every three days, a big meeting every five days." Moreover, he required that for any problem discussed at any meeting, a solution must be produced. Even if the solution was problematic, a solution had to be proposed first; one absolutely could not just raise problems without solving them.

Hearing Chen Tianhua introduce this point, Chen Ke couldn't help but praise, "This has indeed grasped the key."

Chen Tianhua also agreed with this quite a bit. Although he didn't tell Chen Ke, he couldn't help but recall a meeting not long ago.

"Then how come the comrades in charge of logistics aren't that hard-working?" a soldier asked. This question wasn't full of malice; compared to the comrades who dug and carried earth every day, the work of the comrades in logistics seemed much more relaxed.

"The comrades in logistics are not idle at all. You can't just look at how the logistics department isn't that tired when everyone is working. When everyone is resting, the logistics department isn't idle either," the cadres explained.

Empty explanations seemed to have little effect. The comrades neither opposed nor approved; they simply had no concept of it. Seeing everyone's reaction, the cadres were anxious inside but couldn't find a solution, so they could only sulk.

Chen Tianhua had remained silent when attending the meeting, but seeing this situation, he was amused. Seeing the suggestions everyone put forward becoming more and more outrageous—like bookkeeping, reporting, etc.—in short, it completely turned into a discussion of who was more relaxed, fundamentally deviating from the direction of solving the problem. Chen Tianhua couldn't help but interrupt, "How about this, I suggest that comrades take turns doing some jobs. For example, in the logistics department, except for a few posts that cannot be transferred, other tasks should be done in rotation based on squads. Arrange a duty roster and do it according to the roster. What do you all think? Whether the logistics department is hard work or not, you'll know once you do it yourself."

This was how it was arranged in the Party School and Military Academy. Students had to rotate posts, from standing guard to washing clothes and cooking. Regardless of whether you were a division commander, regiment commander, platoon commander, or clerk, everyone was treated equally.

Listening to Chen Tianhua's suggestion, both cadres and soldiers felt it was quite good. The look in the comrades' eyes when they looked at Chen Tianhua contained admiration. Chen Tianhua didn't say anything more; he just felt that this kind of thing should have been popularized in the army long ago, but he didn't expect that this system hadn't been implemented at the grassroots level.

Once this plan was passed, it began to be implemented the next day. When the general meeting was held for summary on the fifth day, the comrades assigned to the logistics department immediately began to complain on behalf of the logistics department.

Comrades in the labor sector ate on time and slept on time. Aspects of daily life were all the responsibility of the logistics department. And the logistics department always got up the earliest and went to sleep the latest. If not for such a schedule, it would be impossible for everyone to eat breakfast on time after getting up. In terms of labor intensity alone, the logistics department might not be as heavy as the labor sector. But in terms of working hours, the logistics department greatly exceeded the labor sector. As for the comrades' evaluation of the logistics department, naturally, it absolutely couldn't be called good. Managing logistics meant getting scolded; working hard but not getting enough praise. These comrades who temporarily went to the logistics department to participate in work had their eyes opened one by one.

Recalling the appearance of those comrades who had once determined that the comrades in the logistics department had easy jobs starting to complain on behalf of the logistics department one by one, Chen Tianhua couldn't help but burst into laughter.

Chen Ke didn't ask Chen Tianhua why he was laughing. If Chen Tianhua wanted to say it, or thought it was necessary to say it, Chen Tianhua would naturally tell Chen Ke. If Chen Tianhua didn't want to say it, pressing him was meaningless. Moreover, Chen Ke's attention was attracted by the discussion outside.

After the cadres and comrades discussed some viewpoints, the meeting entered the summary section.

Whether cadres or soldiers, all thought that Gu Lu's proposal that "during labor, the command headquarters must be built on the front line of labor" was very good. The comrades' once biggest complaint was "not seeing the cadres when working." After discussing with the comrades of the regiments and battalions, Gu Lu changed the cadres going to the regiment for meetings to battalion and regiment-level meetings being held on the front line and at the construction site as much as possible. This basically ensured that the cadres stayed on the front line for the vast majority of working hours. Not only could company and platoon commanders solve problems on the spot, but battalion and regiment cadres could also go to the grassroots more often. Many previous suspicions were immediately alleviated.

With this problem solved, most soldiers had nothing to say. The People's Party's system construction was quite perfect; from planning to logistical support, there were rules to follow. After public discussion, the cadres and soldiers discovered another problem: many systems had existed for a long time, but neither the cadres nor the soldiers had a way to understand the function of the systems very well and comprehensively.

"I don't want to be any official anyway; learning so many things is useless." A considerable number of soldiers viewed the problem with this mentality. When it came to evaluating merit, the comrades refused to yield an inch. But everyone eventually discovered that, in fact, the cadres' and soldiers' understanding of how to evaluate merit was vastly different. The democratic meeting quickly returned to the true nature of a work meeting. The only difference was that whether cadres or soldiers, they finally took the meeting seriously. Especially the soldiers, they finally dared to speak up at the meeting, instead of not asking even if they didn't understand, like before.

Originally, there wasn't much work that required reporting to superiors or asking superiors to coordinate. The problems comrades directly encountered were very small, detailed problems, but it happened that the soldiers didn't have ways to handle these problems. Without platoon and company commanders holding the fort on the front line, comrades often couldn't solve them smoothly, which greatly delayed the completion of the workload.

After this meeting walked onto the path of "grasping production, promoting revolution," private conflicts between individuals decreased, and the dedication and seriousness towards work increased a lot.

Just as Chen Ke was listening seriously to the comrades at the meeting outside the room enthusiastically discussing how to work better and how to distribute prizes, someone pushed the door open and entered. It was Liu Yongsheng.

Even with a serious attitude, Liu Yongsheng still spoke unhurriedly, "Chairman Chen, the person who leaked the secret has finally been caught."
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## V04C191 - Diverging Paths (Part 2)

The People's Party's 1912 Rectification Movement in Huaihai Province first encountered a situation of intelligence leakage, which even to some extent changed the high-level rectification route. From an internal party rectification, it directly became a "Mass Line" movement. In the hearts of a large number of high-ranking Huaihai Province cadres, or at least in Chen Tianhua's heart, the "leaker" was a major sore point. Everyone knew the leaker was one or a group of people around the 4406th Division Commander Zhou Zhentao, but they had not been able to accurately identify the direct person responsible. Hearing Liu Yongsheng report that the leaker had been caught, Chen Tianhua was overjoyed. He quickly lowered his voice and asked, "Who is it?"

Without waiting for Liu Yongsheng to answer, Chen Ke took over the conversation, "Comrade Liu Yongsheng, don't say it here. Organize the situation, and we will hold a special meeting to discuss this matter after we return."

After Liu Yongsheng left, Chen Tianhua said excitedly, "This time we can catch that bunch all at once."

Seeing Chen Tianhua so excited, Chen Ke covered his mouth with his hand, barely holding back a burst of laughter. "Haha, Comrade Tianhua, who are you preparing to catch all at once?"

Having discussed this with Chen Ke many times, Chen Tianhua knew what Chen Ke was laughing at. "Are we going to treat this completely as a disciplinary issue?"

"This matter is inherently a disciplinary issue. Leakers existed thousands of years ago, and they will still exist thousands of years from now. It's impossible that there are no leakers here with us, and it's absolutely impossible to catch them all. Since that's the case, all problems are a matter of discipline. Comrade Tianhua, you manage party administration, you should be very clear that this is fundamentally not a contradiction between ourselves and the enemy." Chen Ke was as firm as ever.

Chen Tianhua knew he couldn't persuade Chen Ke, so he simply didn't waste the effort. The two listened to the comrades meeting outside again. Chen Tianhua had things on his mind, so he turned a deaf ear to almost everything the comrades were discussing.

With great difficulty, they waited for the meeting to adjourn. First, the company commander lined up the comrades and led them out on the grounds of distributing allowances. Only then did Chen Ke and Chen Tianhua walk out of the venue's main gate. Chen Ke took the initiative to say, "This meeting was held very well. I have absolute confidence in the comrades."

"How so?" Chen Tianhua had never seen Chen Ke give such a high evaluation.

Chen Ke looked quite excited. "I didn't participate in the specific work, and I don't know. But there was only one core topic of discussion, which is that we must labor. From the situation I saw, every comrade now believes they should labor. Even if there were arguments, they were arguing about how to labor more effectively. I am really too satisfied."

"If one does not work a day, one does not eat a day. Isn't labor something that should be done?" Chen Tianhua was somewhat puzzled by Chen Ke's high evaluation.

Chen Ke did not answer this question. Due to the era, in 21st-century China, it wasn't that there were no people who held onto the idea of getting rich through labor, but the proportion of people who could withstand any temptation and simply wanted to earn remuneration by completing their own job was not too large. Because there were too many temptations to "get rich overnight," calming down to do things was not the mainstream thought of society. Chen Ke himself had once been full of thoughts of getting rich, rushing about like a stray dog. Apart from failure after failure, he had not harvested any results he could be proud of. So listening to the grassroots comrades' meeting, there were too many "unscientific" places, and there was also a considerable lack of understanding regarding social labor and team cooperative labor. However, no one thought they could break away from society and team cooperation and achieve personal pursuits solely by relying on one person or a few people's "whimsical ideas."

This could not help but move Chen Ke considerably.

The two made an appointment with Liu Yongsheng to meet at the Provincial Committee. Just as they arrived at the Provincial Committee gate, they saw Zhou Zhentao standing inside. He had a solemn look on his face. Seeing Chen Ke and Chen Tianhua arriving side by side at the gate, Zhou Zhentao straightened his back and stepped forward, saying, "Chairman Chen, I want to talk to you about something."

Chen Tianhua got angry just seeing Zhou Zhentao. As the mastermind of the leak, Zhou Zhentao's appearance now was definitely not an accidental encounter. A look of ridicule couldn't help but surface on Chen Tianhua's face.

Zhou Zhentao naturally could see it. He said to Chen Tianhua, "Director Tianhua, how about you come along too."

As soon as they entered Chen Ke's office, Zhou Zhentao immediately said, "Chairman Chen, I know the organization is investigating the leak. It was me who asked Comrade Li Guangshan if there was a possibility of fighting a war after the New Year. The responsibility lies with me, please do not punish Comrade Li Guangshan."

Seeing the culprit finally admit his deeds, Chen Tianhua let out a long sigh of relief. Since Zhou Zhentao had admitted it, the remaining matters would be much easier to handle.

"Comrade Zhou Zhentao, you originally didn't know where we would fight. Comrade Li Guangshan told you this news. You were the person asking for news, what responsibility for leaking do you have?" Chen Ke replied with a smile.

Chen Ke's words made the two people opposite him widen their eyes. Listening to Chen Ke's meaning, he didn't want to designate Zhou Zhentao as the leaker. Chen Tianhua was baffled. Zhou Zhentao didn't have that thought; his mind raced, trying to figure out what exactly Chen Ke's words meant. After thinking for a moment, Zhou Zhentao replied, "But in order to rescue some comrades, I spread this news. If it wasn't to provide me with a strategic direction, Comrade Li Guangshan wouldn't have leaked intelligence that should have been confidential to others either."

"First, that wasn't an organizational resolution. The Party Committee meeting didn't discuss any issues of foreign war. Second, up to now, Li Guangshan hasn't leaked any factual intelligence. He only told you some of his speculations. Comrade Zhou Zhentao, as a division commander, you should be very clear that reliable strategic choices have never had a very large range to choose from. Not to mention our own comrades can intuitively feel some problems, even our enemies, if they obtain enough intelligence, can likewise make judgments about our actions. The so-called leak isn't that we want to completely fall out with Yuan Shikai; anyone with some insight can predict the matter of us falling out with Yuan Shikai. If we talk about a leak, it's just that our comrades told people who shouldn't know ahead of time about when we will fight with Yuan Shikai."

Zhou Zhentao knew Chen Ke was right. He just didn't understand why Chen Ke wanted to explain it like this. Was it that Chen Ke didn't want to pursue Zhou Zhentao's own responsibility? Or was Chen Ke saying this to show that he absolutely would not let Li Guangshan off? Thinking of this, Zhou Zhentao hurriedly said, "Chairman Chen, in this matter, I harmed Comrade Li Guangshan. If I hadn't wanted to know, Comrade Li Guangshan absolutely wouldn't have done this. So I hope you let me bear this responsibility."

Chen Ke finally darkened his face. "Comrade Zhou Zhentao, our People's Party is a political party that speaks of democracy and systems. One takes responsibility for one's own actions. Then let me ask you, when you sought out Comrade Li Guangshan, did you want Comrade Li Guangshan to reveal the recent strategic direction, or did you ask Comrade Li Guangshan to go find out the recent strategic direction for you? I'll say this upfront, don't play the hero with me. Just tell the truth about what the situation was."

Zhou Zhentao's mind was thinking intensely. He really wanted to take all the responsibility onto himself, but he also knew Chen Ke was definitely not easy to fool. Moreover, even if he didn't tell the truth, Zhou Zhentao didn't know how Chen Ke prepared to punish him and Li Guangshan. Gritting his teeth, Zhou Zhentao said, "I asked if there was any strategic direction. Comrade Li Guangshan told me at the time that based on the situation he understood, the troops might liberate Henan."

Chen Ke laughed. "Then isn't that settled? You guys just talked about this matter, and Comrade Li Guangshan only stated his own judgment. This violated organizational discipline, but this isn't a matter of intentionally prying into intelligence. I won't talk about why you did this or what mistake you actually committed for now. Before a battle, there are plenty of cases of asking about combat arrangements. If we pursued it like this, more than half of the comrades would have to be locked up in confinement first. In order to be the main attack force, I've even seen comrades coming to me to ask for news."

Hearing Chen Ke's words, Zhou Zhentao didn't know whether he should be relieved or not. Listening to Chen Ke's meaning, he didn't treat the leak as too big of a deal, which meant Chen Ke wouldn't punish Li Guangshan severely. However, Zhou Zhentao didn't think Chen Ke would let the Rectification matter off so lightly. Although he held the thought that he couldn't let Li Guangshan bear the responsibility, Zhou Zhentao felt quite uneasy thinking about if he himself suffered severe punishment from Chen Ke.

Sure enough, Chen Ke put away his smile. "Since you've come, Comrade Zhou Zhentao, and we're talking about this matter, I want to ask, why do you oppose this rectification?"

Zhou Zhentao knew the argument that had to come would come. He took a deep breath as if to muster his courage, and then replied, "The rectification removed too many comrades. These comrades all came up through hard work. I feel, Chairman Chen, that you aren't loyal. If things are done wrong, they should be criticized, even if you beat and scold them in private, but you can't ruin these comrades' futures."

"You think losing an official post is losing one's future? The comrades worked so hard and paid so much, was the goal just to become an official?" Chen Ke's face had already become stern. "Then let me ask you a question. We have also sacrificed quite a few comrades. What did those comrades sacrifice for? When we first arrived at the base area, you also participated in the disaster relief. At that time, we were an insurance corps, we didn't even have official positions. Those comrades who sacrificed themselves in the flood, for what did they risk their lives?"

This question was really heavy enough. When Zhou Zhentao heard that Li Guangshan had been taken away by comrades from the People's Internal Affairs Committee, he knew the matter had been discovered. He immediately rushed to the Provincial Committee wanting to see Chen Ke. While waiting for Chen Ke, he had also thought of many possible conversations. In Zhou Zhentao's imagination, the greatest possibility was that Chen Ke would use words like "overcorrecting" to explain, but Zhou Zhentao absolutely never expected that Chen Ke would actually raise such a heavy topic.

Thinking of those comrades who had thrown themselves into the revolution with him and sacrificed their lives over the past five years or so, Zhou Zhentao felt that even breathing became difficult. Yes, those comrades didn't participate in the revolution for wealth and glory. Including Zhou Zhentao, at that time, they hadn't thought about future matters at all. Although everyone certainly hadn't expected to encounter such a difficult and dangerous situation as the great flood, fear was fear, but every comrade worked, labored, and fought with their lives on the line. No one persisted on the front line for an official position.

Thinking of these comrades' sacrifices, and then thinking of his own words "ruining their futures," Zhou Zhentao only felt flashes of cold and heat over his body, and breathing became difficult.

As if from a very far place came Chen Ke's voice, "Comrade Zhou Zhentao, let me ask you, why are the Party flag and the Army flag red?"

Why are they red? Zhou Zhentao remembered hearing the explanation for this question, only now his mind was in chaos, and he simply couldn't recall the answer to this question. Not knowing how much time had passed, Zhou Zhentao heard Chen Tianhua's voice again, "Comrade Zhou Zhentao, if you remember, you remember; if you don't, you don't. What kind of behavior is this not speaking?"

"I..., I forgot," Zhou Zhentao forced himself to answer.

"Then I will tell you again, because the Party flag and the Army flag are dyed red with the blood of martyrs." Zhou Zhentao heard Chen Ke say in a stern tone, "You say that us removing some comrades' positions is ruining these comrades' futures. Then I ask you, those martyrs who dyed the Party flag and Army flag red with their own lives, who ruined their futures? Those people who want to stand on the martyrs' merit books and treat being an official as their future, do they want to use these martyrs' blood to dye their own official hat buttons red?!"

No words could have stripped Zhou Zhentao of his courage so powerfully. Zhou Zhentao not only couldn't find any content to argue with these words of Chen Ke, but his body also began to tremble, and even the strength to stand seemed to be stripped away completely. Reaching out to hold the back of a chair beside him, Zhou Zhentao managed to support his body. Next, he had to sit on the chair; otherwise, Zhou Zhentao felt his legs couldn't support him any longer.

Neither Chen Ke nor Chen Tianhua made a sound. Their faces were so gloomy that water seemed about to drip from them. Two pairs of eyes stared tightly at Zhou Zhentao, who not long ago had thought he held the moral high ground. Chen Ke himself also felt extremely astonished because when he was growing up, dead people were already a very uncommon thing, and death was mostly passing away due to old age and physical decline. Even if it couldn't be talked of as very peaceful, it could count as dying a natural death. But in these few years of the early 20th century, Chen Ke finally realized that in this era, death was just an extremely common thing. The elderly would die; the death rate of middle-aged people, young people, teenagers, and infants was not lower than that of the elderly. Even though the comrades of the People's Party had achieved huge, invincible successes, there were still several thousand revolutionary comrades sacrificed in military affairs and construction. The enemies killed by the People's Party in the revolution numbered in the hundreds of thousands.

The dead comrades and enemies, the vast majority were under 50 years old, most were under 40, or even under 30. If the lives of so many comrades and enemies were only exchanged for the future of a small handful of people becoming officials, Chen Ke thought this was simply unparalleled absurdity. He hadn't thrown himself into the revolution with unswerving determination just to realize the wealth and glory of a small handful of people.

Chen Tianhua suddenly stood up and spat fiercely at Zhou Zhentao, then turned and left Chen Ke's office. He originally felt that Zhou Zhentao just had wrong ideas. But hearing Chen Ke mention the sacrificed martyrs, Chen Tianhua couldn't help but remember the old man who insisted on staying to guard the Peasant Association's stockyard when he was organizing peasant associations in Hebei. The old man had once fought against the Manchu Qing, and his family had been killed by the Manchu Qing. His last shelter was the Peasant Association's stockyard. When his last shelter was about to be destroyed by the Manchu Qing, the old man chose to stay at the farm and seized the opportunity to assassinate a Beiyang Army officer who was a running dog of the Manchu Qing at the time.

This matter was a sore point for Chen Tianhua. At that time, he couldn't even dig a grave and erect a tombstone for that old man from the Peasant Association. Now almost five years had passed, and Chen Tianhua didn't know if he could still find the old man's burial place if he went back.

Even if not within the Party, among the people, there were countless people attempting revolution, following one another like moths to a flame, resisting the tyranny of this era. What those people pursued was just to be able to live on, to live on with dignity. They absolutely were not risking their own lives for some future of becoming an official. Many of them were even just using their own lives to realize the dignity of being a human.

If he stayed in the same room with Zhou Zhentao any longer, Chen Tianhua didn't know what he would say. Even if he said something, it would only violate discipline. It wasn't that Chen Tianhua didn't want to violate discipline; he just knew he shouldn't violate discipline. Harboring an anger that couldn't be calmed, Chen Tianhua strode towards the Political Department office, which was also in the Provincial Committee.

Zhou Zhentao completely didn't know how he left Chen Ke's office. He could roughly remember that Chen Tianhua and Chen Ke left the office one after another. Zhou Zhentao felt he shouldn't stay in Chen Ke's office, so he could only choose to leave. He had always taken loyalty as the foundation of his conduct, so Chen Ke's words stimulated him exceptionally strongly. Zhou Zhentao knew that if he insisted on arguing, it wasn't that there were no reasons; those comrades who sacrificed for the revolution, if they could survive, would certainly be able to obtain higher status because of their merit. But Zhou Zhentao felt that as long as he had a bit of human heart, he absolutely couldn't say such words. He shouldn't even consider this kind of excuse.

"Maybe I really was wrong?" Zhou Zhentao thought. Compared to the price paid by those sacrificed comrades, being removed from an official post while alive counted for nothing. What was more, these removed comrades weren't wronged either.

Because he deeply felt self-blame, Zhou Zhentao still couldn't help but have his own doubts in his heart. Even so, was it necessary to go to this extent? The achievements of sacrificed comrades couldn't be erased, so could the credit of living comrades be ignored? In any case, Zhou Zhentao couldn't agree with such severe punishment.

Although Zhou Zhentao was in low spirits, the official documents that should be delivered were still delivered to Zhou Zhentao on time. With the intention of changing his mood, Zhou Zhentao opened the documents. The one on top was the most important. Zhou Zhentao only read it once, and his eyes couldn't help but widen. This was the report on the discussion of merit evaluation in the division. Zhou Zhentao saw that the ones rated as excellent were actually mostly comrades he wasn't familiar with, at least comrades who weren't usually too close to Zhou Zhentao. And those whose performance in labor data was not outstanding, at least comrades ranked at the back in the division, were actually all comrades who usually tried to get close to Zhou Zhentao.

If it were in the past, Zhou Zhentao might not have noticed this problem. But this batch of outstanding comrades were mostly the ones who took over the shifts of that batch of removed comrades. This fact made Zhou Zhentao feel a burst of panic.
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## V04C192 - Diverging Paths (Part 3)

Zhou Zhentao finally decided to go to the grassroots units to audit meetings. Before he went, he formally received a notice from the Military Commission: all troops were to formalize and regularize grassroots organizational meetings. Grassroots meetings were to be held twice a week, with content linked to life and work, resolutely opposing formalistic styles.

What the Party Central Committee's propaganda ultimately wanted to support or oppose, Zhou Zhentao no longer cared. After being fiercely criticized by Chen Ke, Zhou Zhentao felt quite disheartened about his own "future." The problems he would encounter in the future would at most be dismissal and investigation, what else was there to be afraid of? Holding the mindset of "being a monk for a day and striking the bell for a day" (doing the bare minimum), Zhou Zhentao decided to execute whatever the organization arranged. For this grassroots audit, the Military Commission required all troop commanders to go to the grassroots to "listen," not to "speak." With tight lips, Zhou Zhentao began his grassroots audit work.

"Commander X, you never usually talk about how to work." "Commander X, you just talk about practicing, but how to practice, to what extent, you have to speak more clearly." "Commander X, usually some comrades do less labor, why do they get distributed as many things as us?"

The "X" mainly referred to grassroots commanders; squad, platoon, and company leaders were the main targets of the soldiers' questioning. Of course, there were also grassroots commanders questioning battalion and regiment level commanders at the democratic meetings. Since the commanders had to listen and could not speak, in this one-sided situation, the grassroots comrades were "arrogant," and matters from three or five years ago were brought up one after another. Zhou Zhentao was quite unhappy about this, but unhappy or not, he also deeply felt the saying "the eyes of the masses are snow-bright."

The basic allowance for the troops was not very high, but the recent rewards after labor were very generous. Since merit was evaluated based on work performance, naturally some troops got more and some got less. Some comrades did not care much about this part of the reward, but more comrades cared extremely about it. Enamel mugs, soap, military rubber-soled shoes—every item could be bought locally. But the price of each item was not low. The special permission promulgated in the latest rewards allowed troop comrades to use the awarded bonus money to directly purchase these daily necessities after each merit evaluation, and the purchase price was even cheaper than buying in the cooperatives. For their own labor interests, the grassroots soldiers were quite dissatisfied with commanders who could not lead the troop comrades to work better.

"We work for a day, they also work for a day, there's no reason we do less than them!" This sentence was the most common one in the criticisms.

After auditing for two days, Zhou Zhentao no longer cared about his "awaiting punishment status" and couldn't help but ask Political Commissar Yang Deshui, "I feel like the comrades are now like long-term hired hands, only thinking about merit evaluation and getting rewards. Do we still want revolution?"

Yang Deshui knew what Zhou Zhentao had encountered recently. Yang Deshui was also somewhat surprised that Zhou Zhentao intervened in this issue. However, as far as Yang Deshui knew, Chairman Chen Ke did not intend to punish Zhou Zhentao. Although Political Department Director Chen Tianhua harbored strong dissatisfaction towards Zhou Zhentao, he never said anything about what to do with him. Zhou Zhentao was still a member of the division party standing committee, so Yang Deshui could not refuse to answer Zhou Zhentao's question: "Commander Zhou, participating in labor naturally requires giving labor remuneration. This has nothing to do with being long-term hired hands."

"But the comrades' eyes are now full of remuneration, will it affect the next step of military training?" Zhou Zhentao did not abandon his sense of responsibility as a division commander.

Yang Deshui patiently explained: "To cultivate the troops' concept of learning, commanders and political commissars at all levels, besides doing their own work well, also have the responsibility to let comrades learn more knowledge and skills. The new regulations for commander selection stipulate that commanders and political commissars at all levels must teach the soldiers of the troops well. Those who fail to get the comrades' approval in this regard will likely lose the election. If performance in this area is not outstanding, it is basically impossible to get the opportunity for continued promotion."

Zhou Zhentao had not studied the new regulations too carefully. After hearing Yang Deshui's introduction, Zhou Zhentao was speechless for a long time. The Rectification was no longer just an adjustment of some unqualified cadres; the entire system of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army had also undergone profound changes. It was no longer the commanders deciding everything; the grassroots possessed an unprecedented right to speak.

According to the latest grassroots selection process promulgated by the Military Commission before this, grassroots commanders used a method of self-recommendation and recommendation. The superiors announced the evaluation standards and publicized the list of candidates and evaluation standards. The final decision on the candidates was still made by open election at the grassroots level. That is to say, unless the superiors exerted strong pressure on the grassroots, otherwise the superiors would not know who would eventually be selected.

If a division commander wanted to effectively control the troops, the best method was to possess absolute personnel power over commanders above the platoon level. A division could have nearly 20,000 troops. The number of commanders including platoon leaders was only over 400. If it was company-level commanders, there were only over 100. Managing these 100-plus or 400-plus people, ensuring that these 100-plus or 400-plus people were his own people, would enable firm control over the command of the entire division's 20,000 people.

The new selection system reduced the division commander's authority in the troops to the lowest level. If a division commander wanted to establish absolute authority in the troops, he first had to overwhelm the division party committee, and also make the company and platoon leaders obey him absolutely. Zhou Zhentao knew this was a task that could absolutely not succeed. The guards of commanders at all levels had to go to the Political Security Department for "one day of training" every month. If Zhou Zhentao really wanted to do this, his guards would likely be the first to "sell out" Zhou Zhentao.

Zhou Zhentao couldn't help but admire Chen Ke's "strict control of subordinates." This system cut off the possibility of anyone possessing absolute authority over the troops from the root. Even if there was, it could only be Chen Ke alone. As long as one of the commanders or political cadres remained loyal to Chen Ke and the People's Party, the individual's strong influence on the troops would be very limited.

"Does Chairman Chen Ke merely want all commanders and soldiers to be just a member of the troops? Is this the revolutionary army that Chairman Chen Ke yearns for?" After thinking this through, Zhou Zhentao couldn't help but continue thinking along this line of thought. Iron-forged barracks, flowing soldiers; what flowed were soldiers, not commanders. If the value of commanders was only reflected in work, and without the command position, the commanders' own value equaled zero? The value of revolutionary meritorious officials only lay in the period of serving the revolution; once they were no longer in active service, were they nothing? Zhou Zhentao finally arrived at such a conclusion.

While thinking intensely, Zhou Zhentao heard Yang Deshui ask: "Commander Zhou, this grassroots commander selection work is not quite the same as before. The troops are about to resume military training. I think the evaluation should not only consider the labor performance that has already ended, but also consider the military training that is about to take place. We are troops after all, not only do we have to labor, but more importantly, we have to fight battles. I think the division party committee also needs to start discussing this aspect."

Zhou Zhentao did not care much about Yang Deshui's words. He answered somewhat absent-mindedly: "I know."

In the following days, the discussions in the troops of the Huaihai Military Region began to shift from soldiers speaking to the stage of commanders explaining work to the comrades. Addressing the issues raised by comrades in the previous few days, troop commanders and political work cadres gave targeted explanations and discussed solutions together with the comrades.

With the precedent of Gu Lu's regiment, all troops formulated ideas that were close to the grassroots, and also proposed the idea of "officers teaching soldiers, soldiers teaching officers."

Chen Ke also wrote an article titled "No Feudal Power Enfeoffment System is Allowed in the Revolutionary Army" at the opportune moment. The article used a large amount of the speech from the previous "We Are Comrades, We Must Be in Step." Chen Ke pointed out that the reason the feudal system lagged behind the times was because the feudal system itself possessed a strong "class solidification" ideology. Dragons beget dragons, phoenixes beget phoenixes, and a mouse's son can burrow holes. In the People's Revolutionary Army, this ideology of solidified classes is absolutely not allowed to exist. There is only one standard for measuring the revolutionary army, and that is "work." All promotions or dismissals are only related to work. The Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army must continuously progress, not stand still and refuse to make progress, and definitely not allowed to regress. Because this kind of standing still harms the interests of all members of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army. Even if some people temporarily get benefits from it, these benefits are built on the foundation of the common loss of interests of the vast number of comrades.

Once this article came out, Zhou Zhentao knew that Chen Ke had made up his mind to rectify. Sure enough, at the same time the grassroots commander selection work began, all middle and high-ranking cadres not participating in the selection work were concentrated for study. Zhou Zhentao was a division commander after all, and also an old comrade. Some old comrades-in-arms, disregarding that Zhou Zhentao had "made mistakes," privately told Zhou Zhentao: Political Department Director Chen Tianhua was going to establish Chen Ke's People's Revolution ideology as the Party's ideology at this study meeting. All Party members must establish the People's Revolution ideology as their own ideology.

The old comrade advised Zhou Zhentao anxiously, "Old Zhou, we all followed Chairman Chen to make revolution together. Everyone admires Chairman Chen very much. Even if Chairman Chen's discipline requirements are strict, Chairman Chen has never been unfair to everyone. Up to now, there are many people who want to bring you down, but Chairman Chen has shouldered so many things for you. Just lower your head and admit a mistake. We'll do whatever Chairman Chen asks us to do. We'll consider problems however Chairman Chen asks us to consider them. As long as you state your position, Chairman Chen will definitely not do anything to you. You haven't said a word until now; even if we want to speak for you, we can't."

Zhou Zhentao looked at his old comrade and suddenly laughed out loud, "Yes. Now we bunch of people take Chairman Chen's People's Revolution ideology as our ideology. For the cadre selection below, according to Chairman Chen's instructions, the grassroots comrades select the people they approve of. And then? We just shout 'Long live Chairman Chen, long live, long long live'? Then what are we? When I rebelled against the Qing back then, it was to oppose this kind of thing. I can't watch as we overthrow one emperor, only for another emperor to rise up."

The old comrade really hadn't expected Zhou Zhentao to say this. He was stunned, and the anxious look on his face gradually turned into anger, "You make me shout 'Long live Chairman Chen, long live, long long live,' I feel at ease. What, are you preparing to let people shout 'Long live Commander Zhou, thousand years, thousand thousand years'?"

"I don't want to hear people shout 'thousand years' either. Chairman Chen told me last time, who ruined the futures of so many sacrificed comrades? I now feel that those many sacrificed comrades wouldn't approve of this current way of doing things either. We conquered the world, we have to sit in this world. Even if it's for those sacrificed comrades, we have to sit in this world. Dismissing people for trivial matters, I can't accept it even now. This is unfair to us comrades who followed the revolution early on."

Hearing these words, the old comrade's expression also softened. The comrades dismissed this time were mostly old comrades. Zhou Zhentao's "rescue work" was not without people agreeing with it in their hearts. The reason no one stood up to speak for Zhou Zhentao was simply because Chen Ke did not intend to do anything to Zhou Zhentao.

After thinking for a while, the old comrade asked, "Old Zhou, what do you plan to do?"

"Since Chairman Chen gave me this face, I can't let this face fall to the ground. If this matter isn't brought up in this study session, I won't say anything. If this matter is brought up, I have to speak."

The old comrade knew Zhou Zhentao's temper. He thought for a good while before saying helplessly, "It would be best if you could not speak. If you do speak, I won't say I'll help you, but I definitely won't let anyone bully you. Whoever dares to bring out Chairman Chen to suppress you, I definitely won't agree."

Since the old comrade said this, Zhou Zhentao simply thanked him. The feelings of comrades-in-arms for many years moved Zhou Zhentao greatly. With someone supporting him so firmly at a critical moment, Zhou Zhentao also felt that he'd better not speak. After all, this wasn't just for himself; he had to consider his comrades-in-arms.

Identical to the situation revealed by the old comrade, the troops' study session this time didn't discuss military affairs at all, but went straight for politics. Chen Ke gave a speech titled "Revolution Knows No Order of Priority." As soon as the report ended, Zhou Zhentao stood up, "Chairman Chen, according to what you said, does it mean that revolution knows no order of priority, and revolution has no meritorious officials?"

The venue was silent. Everyone's eyes were focused on Zhou Zhentao—some surprised, some anxious, some approving, some disgusted, some admiring. None of the participating comrades spoke; under the same silence lay different moods.

Chen Ke knew someone would definitely stand up like this. Not to mention the People's Party which had been established for less than six years, even the parties in history couldn't completely get rid of the "meritorious official" ideology after the victory of the revolution. Even without talking about that time, even in the 21st century, wasn't the character Li Yunlong created in "Drawing Sword" (Liang Jian) praised by many people? Although in reality, just for the single act of appointing a guard privately, a person like Li Yunlong would have long been purged by Party discipline, let alone organizing combat privately for his own wife.

With Zhou Zhentao standing up, Chen Ke felt both gratified and regretful. With an emotion that was hard to describe, Chen Ke answered: "Everything has a beginning and an end. Merit evaluation is never about evaluating future credit, but evaluating past credit. The past is already over. But we don't live in the past every day; we live in the present, live before our eyes, live in the moment. So in this moment, who do you say is a meritorious official? We can't always live in the past."

"Comrades have accumulated so much credit, you have to give them one more chance, right?" Zhou Zhentao said.

"Even for comrades who have been dismissed, as long as they can recognize their mistakes, they certainly have a chance. Everything has a beginning and an end; no one forbids them from continuing to participate in revolutionary work."

"Participate in revolutionary work from scratch? After so many years of effort, just because of this one thing, they become the most grassroots soldiers? They didn't have problems in military posts, but violated discipline because of other things. I think we can't ignore these comrades' performance in military posts. We can't strip them to the bottom regardless of the mistake. This is unfair."

Zhou Zhentao's words voiced the aspirations of many comrades. Some comrades were already nodding slightly in approval. The practice of stripping someone to the bottom was indeed relatively excessive, coupled with the intensity of the fierce grassroots personnel adjustments afterwards which exceeded the comrades' imagination. Quite a few comrades felt very unaccustomed to the new selection system, and even had considerable resistance.

"So far, no stripping to the bottom has occurred. The dismissed comrades are now being reorganized for study. Your view is inevitably too one-sided," Chen Ke replied.

Hearing Chen Ke's words, Zhou Zhentao was certain that Chen Ke absolutely did not support restoring those comrades to their original positions. Having reached this point, Zhou Zhentao had nothing to fear. He said loudly, "Then what about after they finish their studies? Now the grassroots are conducting selections, and middle and high-ranking cadres are all here studying. When the study is finished, all positions will have candidates. Even if we want to arrange work for these comrades again, where can we arrange them? If those comrades don't start from scratch, are we to let them eat idle meals?"

Sitting on the rostrum with Chen Ke, Chen Tianhua couldn't bear it anymore. He stood up, "Comrade Zhou Zhentao, after all this talk, you still don't accept the dismissal of these comrades who made mistakes. If we just criticize a few sentences after a mistake is made, then where is the organizational discipline? We talk about learning from past mistakes to avoid future ones, and curing the sickness to save the patient. This is no different from saying nothing."

Zhou Zhentao sneered, "I'm afraid it's not these comrades who are being rectified this time. I think the ones being rectified this time are us old guys. Chairman Chen, I think your methods are much more formidable than I thought. First, stabilize us, then replace the people below with people you fancy, making us figureheads. Then gather us together for this study; if we don't pass the study, it'll be time to rectify us. How many of us are there? You don't need to rectify us; our own guards will take care of us. Zhao Kuangyin released military power with a cup of wine; he at least knew to invite everyone for a drink. We don't even need to drink wine; just pour a glass of water for each person and we have to obediently hand over power."

While fiercely attacking Chen Ke, Zhou Zhentao pointed at the tea mug in front of him. In this meeting, every cadre had a tea mug in front of them. Zhou Zhentao didn't like tea; there was only plain water in his mug. Hearing this metaphor, some comrades "pfft" and laughed out loud. A touch of absurdity was added to the solemn atmosphere in the venue.

Chen Tianhua was furious at Zhou Zhentao's words. Hearing this laugh, his hands trembled with anger. Chen Ke held Chen Tianhua's hand down and said, "Comrade Chen Tianhua, sit down." If Chen Tianhua couldn't hold back his anger and said something, Chen Ke would find it troublesome instead. According to the ordinary political struggle mode, Chen Ke should have let some comrades come out to preside, while he manipulated from behind. This way, Chen Ke could ensure his detached status and wouldn't make enemies. But Chen Ke knew that was the method of true personnel struggle, and he opposed this method. This kind of struggle would definitely exist in the future; it didn't shift according to Chen Ke's personal will at all. But Chen Ke didn't hope that the Rectification Movement he presided over would also use such inferior means.

More importantly, Zhou Zhentao was not talking nonsense. Chen Ke had considered everything he said. The most important purpose of the Rectification Movement in history was to establish "Mao Zedong Thought" and establish the Party's organizational discipline in an extremely clear way. The purpose of rectification was not to punish people, but to completely eliminate internal strife within the Party organization by establishing a leader and an ideology. Therefore, there were many people who failed to graduate from the Yan'an Party School. Many comrades waited for a long, long time for work assignment after finishing all courses. If viewed from the angle of personnel struggle, if viewed as the "methods" Zhou Zhentao spoke of, this method of depriving power could be said to be extremely brilliant. Comrades who did not support Mao Zedong Thought were indeed cleverly stripped from the organization. The Yan'an Party School was not a place where one could easily graduate just by shouting "Long live Chairman Mao" a few times.

Zhou Zhentao accurately grasped the core of this rectification. The establishment of the grassroots democracy model relieved the worries of fierce chaos occurring in the Party, government, and army. Chen Ke could finally rectify the middle and high levels with a free hand. Just like the Yan'an Rectification, no matter how the middle and high levels of the People's Party shouted "Long live Chairman Chen," they couldn't graduate easily.

The situation Chen Ke was in now was quite different from the situation Chairman Mao was in back then. Chen Ke had been the leader of the People's Party from beginning to end, the founder of the base area, and the creator of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army. There was simply no figure in the Party who could contend with Chen Ke. However, just as there were people like Zhang Guotao back then, Zhou Zhentao also stood up to express firm opposition.

After Chen Tianhua forced down his anger and sat down, Chen Ke cheered up and asked seriously, "Then Comrade Zhou Zhentao, are you purely opposing the handling method of some comrades this time, or are you opposing the entire Rectification Movement?"

Seeing that Chen Ke did not get angry in the face of unprecedented questioning, but instead controlled the situation first and then conducted a one-on-one discussion, the comrades felt much more at ease, and their eyes immediately turned to Zhou Zhentao.

Zhou Zhentao originally thought that since he "exposed" Chen Ke's methods, even if Chen Ke didn't fly into a rage, he would at least hesitate. He didn't expect that facing this attack, Chen Ke not only controlled the situation well but also kicked the ball back to his feet. Zhou Zhentao felt it difficult to cope instead. His outburst was indeed based on a relatively long period of consideration, but this consideration was only directed at Chen Ke's practices, not a systematic and comprehensive negation of Chen Ke's ideology. Even if there was negation, it was far from rising to the level of constructing an ideological system belonging to Zhou Zhentao himself. As the right to speak was cleverly thrown back to Zhou Zhentao by Chen Ke, Zhou Zhentao felt he had a lot to say in his heart, but not a single sentence could get the universal approval of the participating comrades.

Having provoked such a big topic, he then realized that he was far from having the ability to master this topic. Zhou Zhentao saw the eyes of the surrounding comrades change from expectation to doubt as he remained silent. He was anxious in his heart, but the more anxious he was, the less he could find a sentence that could fully express his true aspirations.

Chen Ke opposite Zhou Zhentao said nothing, just steadily watching Zhou Zhentao slowly turn red in the face and neck, but remaining silent all the while. The venue thus fell into a kind of silence.

PS: Originally I didn't want to explain. This time I had to use Pinyin to replace a few banned words, so I couldn't help but say a few words. It's not that I'm being mushy and must use the word "Grandpa Mao," and compared to many Pinyin replacements, the author would rather use the word "Grandpa Mao" as a tribute to the great man. The author believes that in terms of age, using this address for a revolutionary predecessor born in the century before last is also consistent with the facts.
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The rectification work meeting targeting middle and high-level cadres had sparked intense debate from the very beginning, something some comrades had indeed expected. However, now that the debate was actually happening, everyone didn't feel so at ease. After all, within the People's Party, up to now, no one dared to directly challenge Chen Ke's authority, or rather, no one was willing to challenge Chen Ke's authority. On the issue of how to treat "meritorious contributors," Zhou Zhentao stood up to defend the interests of the "old revolutionaries." Even if everyone agreed in their hearts, no one dared to stand up directly to express support.

When Zhou Zhentao was stumped by Chen Ke's question, seeing his embarrassed expression, the comrades who had originally supported him felt somewhat relieved. They didn't think they could do better than Zhou Zhentao themselves, or at least they didn't have the courage to debate Chen Ke to the end like Zhou Zhentao.

Zhou Zhentao also felt his isolation and helplessness. At this moment, if just one comrade stood up to say a word for him, this awkward situation could be greatly alleviated. But he held back for a long time, and he was still standing there alone. There wasn't even a single comrade to help him out of the predicament. Zhou Zhentao found that the more he thought about others, the less he could answer the question. Finally, he simply threw everything to the back of his mind and spoke entirely according to his own thoughts, "Chairman Chen, you are too harsh on the comrades. I only oppose this point. Apart from this, I don't want to oppose anything else. Those comrades indeed made mistakes, and looking at myself these days, I have also made quite a few mistakes. If you want to punish me, I have no complaints. But this punishment is too heavy, I feel it is unfair. At the very least, you have to give a chance to atone for crimes with good deeds."

Hearing Zhou Zhentao finally speak, the comrades' eyes fell back on Chen Ke.

"Merit is merit, and fault is fault. These are originally two completely different matters. Why must we mix them into one thing? For example, if one made a mistake in the past, does that mistake cease to exist just because they do ten thousand correct things afterwards? Things that have been done are history. Who has the great ability to make things that have happened disappear? Comrades, we all pride ourselves on being materialists. We cannot use an idealist mode of thinking to consider problems!"

Seeing that Chen Ke did not press hard on the theory, Zhou Zhentao finally felt he could catch his breath. He replied, "It is right to punish those who made mistakes, but the punishment cannot be so heavy. Everyone is on tenterhooks all day, afraid of being removed from office if they make a mistake. How can we work?"

Chen Ke explained patiently, "A person's thoughts are never isolated. The dominant factor in making a mistake is the internal cause. For example, the army requires a grenade throwing distance of over 19 meters. If a comrade lacks arm strength and doesn't practice or exercise, he can't throw it 19 meters no matter what. If one day he suddenly throws it over 19 meters, it definitely means he wasn't performing normally that day. Making mistakes is the same. Since he made such a mistake, it shows that his understanding and perception of the world are just like that. If he doesn't reflect, learn, or work on himself after making a mistake, and you let him do the same thing again, it will still be the same mistake. Because this is the internal cause. External evaluations of him do not affect the function of this internal cause. Our organization is so huge, and its operation requires a large number of comrades to work together. Comrades have all visited military factories. Manufacturing a shell requires dozens or hundreds of processes. If there is a problem in one process link, or even a machine breaks down, the entire batch of thousands or tens of thousands of shells will have problems. The hard work of countless worker comrades in the other dozens of processes will come to naught. Placed within the organization, if Zhang San makes a mistake in this matter, and Li Si makes a mistake in another matter, and the mistakes accumulate one by one, how can the revolutionary work continue?"

Zhou Zhentao knew he was no match for Chen Ke in reasoning. He also gave up arguing with Chen Ke on this point. Zhou Zhentao held on tight to one point and didn't let go, "The punishment of stripping everything down to the bottom is still too severe."

"This is not stripping everything down to the bottom, but gathering the comrades together to study. Through study, they can understand the world and society more profoundly. Cultivate a more scientific worldview, outlook on life, and values. This is like removing the firewood from under the cauldron, solving the problem from the root. Comrades who pursue official positions will naturally feel aggrieved. Comrades who pursue progress, even if they are not entirely convinced, I believe they will obey orders. I will say it again, rectification is not purging people. If it were purging people, why would we organize study?" Chen Ke suppressed the dissatisfaction in his heart and explained in an unhurried tone.

Hearing Chen Ke's explanation, most of the participating comrades breathed a sigh of relief. The People's Party emphasized education, and education within the party was grasped very tightly. It was not just one or two people who could not get promoted because their study progress was slow. Since Chen Ke said so, the comrades put their hearts at ease. Being removed from office for making a mistake was certainly somewhat unkind, but organizing these comrades to study after removal was enough to show that Chen Ke had not abandoned these comrades. Even the comrades who originally supported Zhou Zhentao thought that Zhou Zhentao should take the initiative to sit down at this time. However, still no one made a sound. Whether it was to save some face for Zhou Zhentao, or they didn't want to explicitly express support for Zhou Zhentao, in short, no one took the initiative to intervene in this debate.

Zhou Zhentao stood there alone. He felt he had almost been persuaded by Chen Ke. If it weren't for Chen Ke's layout at the grassroots level, and if he hadn't clearly seen Chen Ke's ingenious adjustments in personnel, Zhou Zhentao would have believed that what Chen Ke said was the complete truth. Zhou Zhentao didn't want to not sit down, but he understood very well that since he had debated with Chen Ke to this extent, plus Zhou Zhentao knew he had made quite a few mistakes himself, if he just borrowed the slope to get off the donkey and sat down, it would be equivalent to handing over all the initiative to Chen Ke. No matter how reasonable Chen Ke's words were, Zhou Zhentao could not possibly keep his current position during the subsequent rectification study. Originally, Zhou Zhentao thought he was sticking his neck out for his old comrades-in-arms, but now he discovered that his heart was far less pure than he had thought. Judging from past experience, to get a promotion, one had to participate in various party school studies. Party school study was also a fairly cruel elimination process; not all comrades could get a promotion after studying.

Suppressing his unease and desperately mustering his courage, Zhou Zhentao finally said, "Chairman Chen, I made a mistake, and I don't dare to ask to atone for my crimes. I just ask that you issue a notice stating that comrades who were rectified in the previous period can be restored to their positions if they pass the assessment after study. As long as this notice is issued, the comrades can be at ease. I just have this one point..."

Before Zhou Zhentao could finish speaking, an old comrade-in-arms sitting next to him grabbed Zhou Zhentao's wrist. He said loudly, "You just talk too much nonsense. How is it your turn to speak on such matters? Hurry up and sit down."

Among the comrades present, there were quite a few from official families. Even those from humble backgrounds had seen the world. Regardless of the expression on their faces, or lack thereof, everyone's heart was as clear as a mirror.

If Zhou Zhentao had sat down honestly just now, this matter would have ended there. But that last paragraph of Zhou Zhentao's was really a bit excessive. If one made a mistake, one had to be punished. Even if it wasn't stripping everything down to the bottom, demotion was a very reasonable way of handling it. Everyone could guess Zhou Zhentao's meaning; it was nothing more than wanting Chen Ke to explicitly state that he would not leave these comrades idle and unused. However, organizational personnel arrangements were naturally decided by the organization. For Zhou Zhentao to ask Chen Ke to make such a statement was completely inconsistent with the system.

Zhou Zhentao's old comrade-in-arms interrupted him, clearly wanting to stop the matter right there. This was certainly the behavior a comrade-in-arms should have. It was just that this help came too late. Even the comrades understood Zhou Zhentao's intention of considering himself, let alone a leader like Chen Ke who didn't tolerate sand in his eyes. Since Zhou Zhentao had already said the first half, it didn't make much difference whether he finished the second half.

Sure enough, Chen Ke's face darkened. Throughout the entire debate, Chen Ke hadn't had such an expression. While Zhou Zhentao looked embarrassed, neither standing nor sitting, Chen Ke spoke, "Comrade Zhou Zhentao, our People's Party is a revolutionary political party. Our organization's judgment of people is different from other political forces, and also different from the judgment of people in many Chinese traditions. The People's Party believes that the standard for judging a person is not this person's official position, nor this person's job title. It is this person's labor ability, the attitude this person displays in work and study. And regarding everything you said, my personal view is that you consistently insist that the standard for judging a comrade is first his official position, first his job title, and not the comrade himself. If you insist on maintaining such an attitude, I can only say that your level of understanding has not yet reached the standard of a qualified People's Party member. You are not a truly qualified revolutionary."

A low sound resonated in the conference room. Some sucked in a breath of cold air, some couldn't help but sigh, or accidentally bumped into tables and benches without noticing. This was the first time Chen Ke had formally spoken words denying a comrade. Before this, Chen Ke would occasionally lose his temper, but he had never spoken so mercilessly.

Looking at the comrades' reactions, Chen Ke also felt very uncomfortable in his heart. Now that the focus of contradictions was becoming more detailed and practical, some things could not be achieved purely by education. A twisted melon is not sweet; this is the same at any time. Even knowing that some things had to be done, Chen Ke still inevitably felt somewhat melancholy when he thought of the consequences of making such a decision.

Just as Chen Ke was preparing to continue speaking, Zhou Zhentao's old comrade-in-arms, Yang Baogui, Political Commissar of the Huaihai Military Region, finally stood up. He had not been transferred to this position for long, so he hadn't spoken much. "Chairman Chen, hand Comrade Zhou Zhentao over to our Military Region Party Committee for handling. Based on his current performance, I personally feel it is no longer a question of his mistakes, but a discussion about Comrade Zhou Zhentao's retention. The Party Committee has not discussed Comrade Zhou Zhentao's problems, which is a dereliction of duty in the Party Committee's work. We were wrong before, we cannot continue to be wrong later."

Yang Baogui took all the responsibility. Chen Ke couldn't say anything more. His goal was rectification, not to hunt down comrades to the end. "Then let the Party Committee discuss it," Chen Ke said.

The matter seemed to have reached a conclusion here. Most comrades thought Zhou Zhentao would receive severe criticism, or perhaps be stripped of his post and enter a training class to study. However, the two consecutive notices three days later left the comrades dumbfounded.

"In view of Comrade Zhou Zhentao's conduct, on March 3, 1912, after discussion by the Huaihai Military Region Party Committee, a decision was made to remove Comrade Zhou Zhentao from all military positions, retaining his military status."

"On March 3, 1912, after discussion by the Huaihai Military Region Party Committee, Comrade Zhou Zhentao was removed from his party positions and given the disciplinary punishment of expulsion from the party with one year of probation within the party."

The People's Party had never punished a comrade so severely until now. Administrative positions and party positions were stripped clean. Zhou Zhentao went directly from a dignified division commander, deputy secretary of the division party committee, and member of the division standing committee, to a comrade with only military status and no formal establishment. No comrade who heard this news failed to feel shaken.

Just as the comrades were talking about this, more news came one after another. In the grassroots democratic life meetings, the cases of comrades taken down due to mistakes in this rectification had already been communicated. Analyzing the mistakes of these comrades in the meetings explained why they were taken down on one hand, and warned comrades not to make such mistakes again on the other. Squad leaders, platoon leaders, company commanders, battalion commanders, and regiment commanders had all become subjects of discussion. Now, Zhou Zhentao, a division commander, had also become a new subject of discussion.

To have such a "reputation" among the 100,000 troops of the Huaihai Provincial Military Region was truly losing face to the extreme. The older comrades felt intense fear at such a result.

In the five days after the notice was issued, over a hundred comrades, including Zhou Zhentao, applied to leave the party. Only twenty-something of them had been punished. The remaining nearly one hundred comrades had not received direct criticism so far. Their reason for leaving the party was simple: "A person lives for a face, a tree lives for its bark." Since the People's Party's system didn't save face for comrades, everyone felt they had no face to face their comrades, so it was better to part on good terms.

For these comrades who asked to leave, the People's Party only required them to write a statement of withdrawal from the party, which was publicized within the party and the army for a week. After a week, they were all issued travel passes. Regardless of whether they had worked a full month, the full month's allowance was issued, and travel expenses and subsidies were given. Luggage shipping was covered, and for those unwilling to carry personal belongings, cash compensation was given based on the value of the items. All payments were made in silver dollars, not Renminbi banknotes.

"Revolution is entirely voluntary; we part on good terms. We will never force anyone to stay." This was the Propaganda Department's explanation for this.

Learning of this handling method, a portion of the comrades who were equally dissatisfied in their hearts but worried about being made things difficult for when leaving the party successively submitted applications to leave the party. Another portion of dissatisfied comrades decided to stay temporarily. Since they could leave whenever they wanted, there was no need to rush.

On March 15th, Chen Tianhua found Chen Ke. "Chairman Chen, yesterday, finally no comrades came to me to submit applications to leave the party." Chen Tianhua appeared quite exhausted. Before this, he had also been ruthless in his heart many times, vowing to expel those unqualified party members. But when hundreds of comrades actually applied to leave, he found that the sense of satisfaction in his heart was far less intense than he had imagined. At this moment, Chen Tianhua felt more of an indescribable discomfort and a faint fear.

Chen Ke was approving documents. He didn't even lift his head, responding as if nothing had happened, "Oh."

"Chairman Chen, aren't you worried that these comrades will take away party secrets when they leave? You should at least require these comrades to make some guarantees," Chen Tianhua advised.

Chen Ke finally looked up. Chen Tianhua then discovered that Chen Ke's expression was far less calm than his voice. A faint exhaustion could be seen without much effort. "Comrade Tianhua, no guarantee has any meaning. If these leaving comrades want to talk, they will talk. If they don't want to talk, they won't. Sometimes, even if they don't want to talk, someone will force them to talk. Since everyone has decided to leave, these comrades are free. These petty practices do not accord with scientific principles."

Chen Tianhua had long accepted Chen Ke's orders. What he actually wanted to say was not to prevent these comrades from leaking news, but to ask Chen Ke to keep these comrades. Seeing that Chen Ke didn't take the bait at all, Chen Tianhua spoke as if talking to himself, "Perhaps we should thank these comrades. Their actions not only allowed comrades with different routes within the party to leave, but also took away a considerable number of comrades who had the same thoughts as them. We purified the team through their actions and strengthened the cohesion of the organization. At least the comrades who stayed know why they chose to stay..."

Chen Ke ignored Chen Tianhua and continued to bury his head in approving official documents.

"However, what impact will this handling method have at the grassroots level? Seeing such a situation, will the soldiers feel that they can leave if they want to? These soldiers are different from these party cadres. The comrades in the party are voluntary. The soldiers are conscripted through the compulsory military service system. If they want to leave, should we let them leave too?"

"Comrade Tianhua, are you chanting scriptures with this chatter?" Wu Xingchen's voice came from outside the door. Chen Tianhua didn't expect that while he wanted to persuade Chen Ke and Chen Ke ignored him, Wu Xingchen came out to interject.

Chen Tianhua forced a smile. "When a monk for a day, one hits the bell for a day. After hitting the bell, one has to chant scriptures. Being able to chant the scriptures well can be considered fulfilling the monk's duty. It's just that these scriptures are not easy to chant right now."

"What's so hard about chanting them?" Wu Xingchen said loudly. "I think Chairman Chen said it well in the last meeting. People are just like a machine. If the products produced are problematic, it means there is a problem with the machine. If this machine operates normally according to its own laws, it will continuously produce problematic products. If one day this machine produces a product without problems, it means the machine itself has changed. Since some comrades don't think they have problems, but that we have problems, then parting on good terms is good for everyone. At least you won't have to emphasize the problem of eliminating the 'meritorious contributor mentality' in the short term."
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The fact that over a hundred cadres requested to leave seemed to have no impact on Wu Xingchen. At least when he appeared before Chen Ke and Chen Tianhua, he showed no sign of regret or disappointment. He said to Chen Ke, "Chairman Chen, Comrade Pang Zi wants to see you. He says he knows he was wrong and accepts whatever punishment the organization hands down. He only requests to see Chairman Chen once, hoping that Chairman Chen can forgive him."

Chen Ke couldn't help but laugh upon hearing Wu Xingchen's words. "Commander Wu, I was never angry with Comrade Pang Zi, so there's no question of forgiveness. He just needs to study seriously in the Party School for now."

Wu Xingchen also laughed, "That is true, but Pang Zi is a narrow-minded person. If you don't personally tell him that the matter is over after the punishment, he won't be able to let it go. If you feel it's inappropriate to see him alone, then meet with the comrades who are willing to stay in the Party and have a collective talk with them. I think this is necessary."

Chen Ke understood Wu Xingchen's thinking. These punished comrades were worried they wouldn't receive fair treatment in the future. If Chen Ke could talk to them, at least the comrades wouldn't continue to live in fear. Thinking of this, Chen Ke replied, "That works."

Hearing Wu Xingchen's words, Chen Tianhua sighed with emotion. Wu Xingchen's request was very similar to what Zhou Zhentao had said, but the two were clearly talking about different things. Wu Xingchen only wanted Chen Ke to assure the comrades that they wouldn't receive unfair treatment after the conflict over the rectification line ended; this was an excellent suggestion. Zhou Zhentao's request for Chen Ke to guarantee that the comrades' positions wouldn't be affected was ridiculously wrong. No wonder Wu Xingchen had once left the organization but could still become a Military Region Commander after returning. Zhou Zhentao, despite following Chen Ke from the start, was only a division commander now. This was definitely not just because Wu Xingchen joined the Party a few days earlier than Zhou Zhentao. The difference in breadth of mind between the two was too great. After such a comparison, Chen Tianhua felt a sudden sense of enlightenment.

"In this winter recruitment drive, Huaihai Province has completed the target of 50,000 recruits. Should we start establishing the Engineering Corps and Railway Corps?" Wu Xingchen asked next.

"The Engineering Corps and Railway Corps are technical branches; given the current situation, we can't recruit directly from new recruits. After resuming military training this time, we should mobilize some comrades who aren't quite suitable for the field army to join the Engineering and Railway units. At this stage, we need to consider the work of recruiting outstanding comrades to become volunteer soldiers after their conscription service. We should try our best to keep the backbone elements after their service ends."

Wu Xingchen nodded repeatedly with a smile; keeping the backbone was a major issue for any unit. But he was only happy for a moment before he put away his smile and said seriously, "Chairman Chen, I want to clarify first, I don't mean to chase you away. But how long do you plan to stay in Huaihai Province?"

Chen Tianhua admired Wu Xingchen in his heart for hitting the point with every sentence. Given the situation revealed in the Huaihai Province army rectification, if other provinces conducted rectification on their own, they would definitely cause chaos that the local Party committees couldn't handle. If they didn't want such a result, it was necessary for Chen Ke to go to other provinces to lead the situation, just as before.

"I have to wait until there are results from the rectification in Huaihai Province. If I drop the burden halfway and go to other provinces, I won't be at ease," Chen Ke replied.

Wu Xingchen had finished asking his main questions. He hesitated for a while before asking, "If the comrades who left feel they made a mistake and ask to come back, what are Chairman Chen's thoughts?"

Chen Tianhua immediately perked up to hear Chen Ke's answer, but Chen Ke didn't seem to care much. "It's normal for them to want to come back. If they come back, they can continue to work, but they shouldn't dream of being reinstated to their original posts. If these comrades take the initiative to ask, we must make this clear to them."

Wu Xingchen and Chen Ke answered each other quickly. Seeing they were about to jump to the next topic, Chen Tianhua hurriedly asked, "Will these comrades who left really choose to come back?"

Wu Xingchen smiled bitterly, "I am also someone who left and came back. I felt wronged in the army, but outside was even worse than in the army. These comrades all feel they are somebody. Even if they stayed in the base area, they wouldn't honestly farm and labor. Once they leave the base area, you know how hard life is outside, Comrade Tianhua. Someone will definitely not be able to muddle through and will want to come back. Actually, having been together for so long, I hope they suffer some hardships and realize they thought too highly of themselves. It would be best if they came back honestly. The world outside is not easy to get by in."

Chen Tianhua felt a bit awkward about Wu Xingchen's words. Since they clearly stated they wanted to leave, what was the point of shamelessly coming back? If it were Chen Tianhua himself, he would rather die outside than choose to return. But seeing that there was not a trace of mockery in the bitter smiles of Chen Ke and Wu Xingchen, Chen Tianhua didn't know whether to praise them for their broad-mindedness or feel that they were really "Mr. Nice Guys." At least Chen Ke, who always emphasized distinguishing "who are our friends and who are our enemies," was being too lenient.

If Chen Tianhua could hear Zhou Zhentao's inner voice right now, he might think Chen Ke and Wu Xingchen had foresight. Zhou Zhentao carried a simple bundle, walking on the road back to Shaanxi. Although he restrained himself from looking back, he truly felt waves of loss in his heart. Zhou Zhentao was 27 years old this year. Although his six years in the People's Party were less than a quarter of his life, Zhou Zhentao felt as if he had spent his entire life in this organization.

If it were a collective march, Zhou Zhentao wouldn't have to consider luggage and accommodation issues at all. Long before departure, the Staff Department would have set the marching and combat plans, and the advance troops would have prepared camping spots on the road. Zhou Zhentao only needed to complete the command work according to the plan. Although the work was extremely hard, everything had a clear purpose and complete planning. In such a powerful organization, Zhou Zhentao felt exceptionally strong.

Now that he was alone, there was no need to mention commanding thousands of troops and horses. Just how to walk back to his hometown in Shaanxi was an extremely arduous task. Which road to take, how far to walk each day, whether there were places to rest. Leading a division of more than 20,000 troops to Shaanxi would actually be easier than Zhou Zhentao returning to Shaanxi alone.

At the beginning, because he was holding a breath of anger and felt he had suffered a huge grievance, Zhou Zhentao could still hold on. He could show no weakness when facing the Military Region Party Committee. Now that no one was "oppressing" Zhou Zhentao anymore and Zhou Zhentao was free, he had to suppress himself with great willpower to prevent the thought "Should I go back and admit my mistake to the comrades?" from becoming an option in his mind.

But human subconsciousness is not so easily suppressed. This thought of wanting to return was active in Zhou Zhentao's mind in another form: "If they catch up to me halfway and ask me to go back, I definitely won't go back!"

Until the fifth day of leaving, Zhou Zhentao still believed that the people chasing him would set off. For this reason, Zhou Zhentao even quickened his pace. After all, he had received a fairly formal education in the army, plus the Liberation Shoes were indeed convenient for traveling. He had already left the boundary of Huaihai Province and was almost at Kaifeng. The "pursuers" chasing Zhou Zhentao still hadn't appeared.

However, reality always exists objectively. Zhou Zhentao also had to face his real situation first. When he was in the Huaihai base area, he had nothing to fear. Bandits and robbers had long been swept away; the base area had always held an attitude of thorough strikes against these gangs that disrupted production order. The junction of the three provinces had always been a "lawless" area with chaotic order and rampant bandits. The People's Party fully utilized the chaotic order of these lawless areas, constantly sending troops to strike at bandits and rogue bandits. Of course, the strikes weren't for nothing; the People's Party formally "existed" in these areas. Starting from maintaining order, next was seizing the power to collect taxes, then land reform and establishing grassroots organizations. At the junction with the base area, such as Lankao and other places, except for a few officials in the county seat who were still locals of Henan, most of Lankao County paid taxes to the People's Party, not to the Beiyang Henan government.

There was a huge characteristic under the rule of the People's Party, which was that there was finally investment in public utilities. Even if the roads weren't renovated, at least there were road signs at every intersection. Every town along the way had public facilities like state-run inns, post offices, schools, and clinics. One could even see newspapers, things that were already quite common inside the base area but only appeared in big cities outside.

It was spring now. The land by the roadside that had been leveled was divided quite neatly. Farmers were working in the fields holding farm tools manufactured in the base area. There was a row of trees every few hundred meters between fields, and two rows of trees were neatly planted on both sides of the road. The orderly layout, although somewhat monotonous, proved that this was the People's Party's territory. After leaving the People's Party's territory, or more bluntly, after walking until the two rows of trees by the roadside suddenly no longer continued, the scenery displayed before Zhou Zhentao's eyes was vastly different.

As if a spell had been cast, the originally neat square fields were immediately replaced by crooked and messy ridges. The large thatched huts for rest during busy farming seasons that appeared every so often turned into various small shacks. In some places, there weren't even shacks. Peasant couples went down to the fields together, rolling their bedding into a roll, and the children brought out by the adults played beside the bedding rolls. Older children led younger children, all dressed in tatters and dirty.

If this were in the base area, the young children would have been sent to kindergarten, and the older children would be in school. The adults would be liberated from these household chores and would naturally be happy. Not to mention children going to school, adults would also learn culture and technology. Every large thatched hut for rest during busy farming seasons had a blackboard. While working, farmers would write the characters to be learned that day on paper and stick one on everyone's back. They could see it when they looked up to catch their breath. There would also definitely be comrades from the rural technical work teams working with the farmers, consulting farmers about agricultural issues during breaks, and also explaining agricultural technology issues to the farmers.

A few years of work experience made Zhou Zhentao think this was only natural and right. But once he left the base area, Zhou Zhentao discovered that this could only be natural and right in a society like the base area. Leaving the base area by just one *li*, this kind of society disappeared.

He only needed to turn his head to see, from a distance, the cooperative's large livestock pulling iron plows, with farmers pushing hard behind the plows, tilling the land together. But close at hand, farmers were waving wooden farm tools with all their might, busy with farm work at extremely low efficiency.

Unlike the People's Party's labor teams which were almost entirely adults, the laborers outside the base area were even more numerous than the People's Party's in terms of numbers alone. Old people, middle-aged people, youths, teenagers, and children were mixed together, working hard in the spring fields for a year's livelihood. But the tools and production organization were really too poor. Without even needing to look much, Zhou Zhentao, who had participated in farm construction, knew that when the work in the base area was finished in two days, the farmers outside the base area still wouldn't be done with the urgent farm work.

As for the base area's policy of centralizing living facilities in each village, a major benefit was the convenience of collecting various manure and then centrally producing farmyard manure. Outside the base area, farmers would urinate on their own field edges; there was no concept of large-scale manure collection at all. Spring plowing was a race against time with the heavens. Tilling the land a day earlier meant sowing a day earlier. Sowing a day earlier meant the crops grew one day longer before harvest. This one extra day of growth could very likely result in a few more *jin* of grain, allowing a family to eat for a few more days before the next sowing.

Zhou Zhentao had understood this simple principle very well when he was at home. But in the base area, because the base area turned individual family production into whole-society socialized production, much of the work originally borne by families was taken up by the agricultural department, the cooperatives, and even basic water conservancy projects participated in by the troops. For example, the irrigation networks built by the troops turned large areas of dry land that originally depended on the heavens into irrigated land. Large-scale manure collection, although not much when distributed to each *mu* of land, was always better than nothing. Countless works condensed into not just those seemingly massive projects or the monotonously scenic neat farmland. Everything the People's Party had done over the years was to make every effort to turn all land into top-grade fertile fields that could be watered during droughts and drained during floods, which previously only existed in a few places.

The countryside was still the countryside, but the new countryside was completely different.

Zhou Zhentao finally stopped his steps. At this point, Zhou Zhentao had to admit that if he continued walking like this, he would truly break away from the base area and the People's Party. At this moment, that arrogance and strong unhappiness were overwhelmed by everything he saw in reality. Without needing to see it with his own eyes, Zhou Zhentao could imagine that his hometown in Shaanxi was definitely still the same scene as when he left.

The revolutionaries could overthrow the Qing Dynasty, and could even kill all the Manchus, but without the hard work of millions or tens of millions of people, this vast countryside could never become like the People's Party base area. Without implementing comprehensive land reform, it was impossible to gather millions or tens of millions of laborers to engage in such arduous work.

Standing on the spot, Zhou Zhentao felt intense fear for the first time. If he didn't turn back now, he would return to the world of the past. And that world was what Zhou Zhentao had tried his best to escape.

Just as Zhou Zhentao was feeling uneasy, a group of men and horses appeared in the distance. Judging by their attire, they were Beiyang Army soldiers. Zhou Zhentao almost subconsciously became alert. All soldiers leaving the army had to hand over their guns; Zhou Zhentao was no exception even as a division commander. However, Military Region Commander Wu Xingchen had given Zhou Zhentao a base-area-manufactured Mauser 20-round select-fire pistol. Zhou Zhentao's hand had already reached into his bosom and gripped the handle of the gun.

"Is that Division Commander Zhou Zhentao of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army ahead?" The cavalry's speed wasn't very fast; the road surface was really too bad for horses to run. The leading cavalryman saw Zhou Zhentao had the intention of drawing his gun and hurriedly shouted loudly.

Knowing that these Beiyang soldiers were indeed coming for him, Zhou Zhentao felt a burst of tension.

The cavalry didn't draw guns or swing sabers, and didn't even speed up. The leading cavalryman even slowed down and shouted, "Division Commander Zhou, don't misunderstand. We have no malicious intent. We just heard that Division Commander Zhou wants to return to Shaanxi. We were ordered by the Military Governor of Henan to specially come and welcome Division Commander Zhou and escort you to Kaifeng."

Although he didn't know what these Beiyang soldiers meant, Zhou Zhentao wasn't too nervous anymore. Having broken away from the base area, he could only be under Beiyang's rule. Zhou Zhentao had some psychological preparation for this. Now Beiyang had practically reached a ceasefire agreement with the People's Party. The possibility of arbitrary killing wasn't non-existent, but it wasn't that high. Moreover, Zhou Zhentao only had to run back less than one *li* to return to the base area's territory.

Zhou Zhentao pulled his hand out from his bosom and laughed, "No need to go to such trouble."

The Beiyang cavalry had arrived in front of Zhou Zhentao by now. The leader jumped off his warhorse. After saluting Zhou Zhentao first, the man said, "Division Commander Zhou, before we came, the Military Governor of Henan repeatedly instructed us. Coming to welcome Division Commander Zhou this time is just to fulfill our duties as hosts, not to detain you, and certainly not to harm you. You are also a renowned figure nowadays. Henan is not peaceful right now, and there are many bandits on the road. Although Division Commander Zhou is a hero and small horse bandits are nothing to you, it would delay your journey. And if someone talks nonsense and fabricates news that Division Commander Zhou was murdered in our Henan, our Beiyang Army would lose face. So, Division Commander Zhou, if you don't trust us, we'll give you a horse and you can go back to Xuzhou. If you insist on leaving, then let us accompany you. What do you think, Division Commander Zhou?"

Zhou Zhentao felt quite smug in his heart. This Beiyang soldier said so much, but the core point was still fear of the People's Party. If something happened to Zhou Zhentao and the People's Party used it as an excuse, Zhou Zhentao's single division could sweep away the Beiyang 2nd Division and other local troops currently stationed in Henan.

However, this smugness only lasted for a moment. When the base area arranged for someone to accompany Zhou Zhentao back to his hometown, Zhou Zhentao had sternly refused. Now, as long as he left with these Beiyang soldiers, he would fall into others' hands. Don't look at how nice the Beiyang soldiers were speaking right now; that was because this was less than one *li* from the People's Party's territory. As long as Zhou Zhentao went with these people, God knows what would happen.

Seeing Zhou Zhentao hesitating, the leader whispered with a smile, "We've also heard some things. It seems Division Commander Zhou has left the People's Party. Our Governor said that a great talent like Mr. Zhou cannot be tolerated by the People's Party, but our Beiyang is thirsty for talent. Now the People's Party is strong and our Beiyang is weak. If Division Commander Zhou is willing to give us this face, we would be too happy, how could we harm you?"

This Beiyang soldier's words made great sense. From Beiyang's interest, treating Zhou Zhentao with respect was the best policy right now. Zhou Zhentao had also considered this point before deciding to take the land route. Of course, taking the train from Kaifeng via Zhengzhou to Luoyang, then from Luoyang through Sanmenxia, crossing Tongguan into Shaanxi, was also the shortest route.

Zhou Zhentao turned around and looked at the base area. No one had come to chase him. Sighing, Zhou Zhentao turned back and said, "Then thank you very much."

"It's great that Division Commander Zhou is willing to grace us with his presence. Will you ride a horse or take a sedan chair? If taking a sedan chair, please wait a moment, the sedan chair is slow and hasn't caught up yet."

Beiyang was so attentive that Zhou Zhentao felt much less hostility in his heart. He laughed, "We soldiers don't take sedan chairs. Riding a horse will do."

Taking the reins attentively handed over by the Beiyang soldier, Zhou Zhentao mounted the horse. He glanced once more in the direction of the People's Party base area, then spurred the horse towards Kaifeng.

At this moment, he felt only a strong sense of melancholy in his heart.
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Henan Governor Zhang Zhenfang was from Xiangcheng, Henan, and was a cousin of Yuan Shikai. Unlike Yuan Shikai who didn't obtain an imperial degree, Zhang Zhenfang became a stipend student in the 10th year of Guangxu (1884), a tributory student the next year, and the first place (*Jieyuan*) in the provincial examination in the autumn. In the Ren-Chen year of Guangxu (1892), he became a *Jinshi* at the age of 29, fulfilling his ambition to become an official.

Born into an old bureaucratic family, he was raised with strict discipline. Consequently, his thinking was quite conservative. During the Boxer Rebellion when Empress Dowager Cixi fled, the capital officials scattered. Zhang Zhenfang initially couldn't catch up with Cixi's entourage, so he ran back to his hometown to prepare travel expenses before chasing after them. He traveled day and night, enduring hardships, and finally caught up with the imperial carriage at Tongguan. He was appointed to the Shaanxi Department, serving the two palaces. This earned him Cixi's appreciation, becoming the last Governor-General of Zhili in the Qing Dynasty.

Historically, in the 33rd year of Guangxu (1907), Yuan Shikai, as the Governor-General of Zhili and Minister of Beiyang, controlled the six divisions of the New Army and held immense power, which led to impeachment by censors. He voluntarily resigned from 8 positions including the Minister of Army Training. The Qing court promoted Yuan to Grand Councilor and Minister of Foreign Affairs, secretly stripping him of military power. The Governor-General of Zhili was acted by Zhang Zhenfang (Rank 1b).

After Yuan Shikai seized power, he sent his cousin Zhang Zhenfang to Henan as the Henan Governor. Zhang Zhenfang wasn't exactly a corrupt official, he just opposed the revolution and was extremely fearful of the People's Party. The intelligence gathered by the People's Party's intelligence department evaluated Zhang Zhenfang as "not a pity to kill". Zhou Zhentao didn't have a high opinion of this Henan Governor from a military perspective either. The Worker-Peasant Revolutionary Army internally believed, "Twenty thousand men are enough to annihilate the Henan Beiyang Army."

In 1912, the provincial capital of Henan was Kaifeng. Zhengzhou had not yet reached the era where it could suppress Kaifeng and Luoyang on its own to become the new provincial capital. And Kaifeng, this provincial capital, was less than 100 *li* away from the area actually controlled by the People's Party. The Worker-Peasant Revolutionary Army had once formulated a military plan to raid Kaifeng. Riding along the way, Zhou Zhentao observed the conditions along the road and couldn't help calculating the feasibility of this plan in his mind.

Seeing Zhou Zhentao remain silent, the accompanying Beiyang Army officer also stayed silent. It wasn't until the second time they rested temporarily at a roadside shop that Zhou Zhentao felt this person wasn't annoying, so he opened his mouth to ask: "May I ask your surname?"

"My humble surname is He, called He Tong." The officer smiled.

"Where is Mr. He from?" Zhou Zhentao exchanged pleasantries.

"Zhengxian." He Tong said proudly.

Zhou Zhentao didn't quite understand where He Tong's pride came from, he also smiled, "Zhengxian, seems to be Chairman Chen's fellow townsman."

Chen Ke claimed to be from Zhengzhou, which was widely known. Zhengzhou was currently named Zhengxian (Zheng County). Chen Ke's claim was quite suspected because the address didn't match the situation at that time.

Hearing Zhou Zhentao say this, He Tong's proud look immediately vanished without a trace, he quickly waved his hand and said: "I dare not climb connections with Chairman Chen Ke."

Zhou Zhentao understood a bit more at this time, he smiled: "Then Mr. He must have joined Beiyang early on to serve... President Yuan Shikai?"

He Tong then recovered some spirit, "I joined the army four years ago, serving under the President."

At this stage, the Beiyang Army was still an army mainly composed of locals from Shandong and Hebei Zhili. The soldiers selected by Yuan Shikai were all from landed households, at least good sons of self-cultivating farmers. It was very different from the Worker-Peasant Revolutionary Army, which was initially gathered from revolutionary youths from all over the world, and later implemented universal conscription with troops coming from the four provinces of the base area.

Zhou Zhentao found that he couldn't help comparing what he saw and heard with the base area. Thinking that he had already chosen to leave the base area, Zhou Zhentao felt a wave of melancholy. The interest in talking that had just risen also faded. After drinking a few mouthfuls of tea, Zhou Zhentao proposed to continue the journey.

By evening, the group finally entered the ancient city of Kaifeng. The architectural style of Kaifeng was very different from Xuzhou, which interested Zhou Zhentao quite a bit. "Lord Bao sits in Kaifeng Prefecture", this opera line is the same whether in Shaanxi or Xuzhou. Although he couldn't see the appearance of Kaifeng Prefecture in the night, Zhou Zhentao still had some interest. It was just that it was getting late, He Tong arranged Zhou Zhentao's accommodation, and the plan to visit Kaifeng Prefecture could only wait until the next day.

The next day, Zhang Zhenfang personally received Zhou Zhentao. Zhang Zhenfang was exactly one year short of 50 this year. His appearance was quite clear and bright, revealing the self-restraint of someone from an official family. Even when Zhou Zhentao was accustomed to stepping forward to shake hands when meeting Zhang Zhenfang, Zhang Zhenfang only frowned slightly, but didn't show the slightest anger.

For Zhou Zhentao, Zhang Zhenfang, the Henan Governor, was nothing special. The common view of the People's Party high command regarding surrounding forces was "Fight now, or fight later." Anyway, they were going to fight, so there was no need to maintain overly hypocritical etiquette.

After the host and guest took their seats, Zhang Zhenfang said: "Commander Zhou, we heard that you are not serving in the People's Party. Is this trip to return to your hometown?"

The People's Internal Affairs Committee are all useless! Zhou Zhentao thought, even such news could be leaked. After secretly cursing the People's Internal Affairs Committee, Zhou Zhentao replied: "I was kicked out, I can only go back to my hometown to farm."

Zhang Zhenfang laughed: "Commander Zhou, the People's Party is now famous far and wide, relying entirely on talents like Commander Zhou. Since Commander Zhou is not employed by the People's Party, wouldn't it be burying your talent to go back to farm? Our Henan temple is small and cannot accommodate a great talent like Commander Zhou. However, I am willing to make a recommendation for Commander Zhou to take a position in Beijing. What do you think?"

Zhou Zhentao pondered for a moment before replying: "Thank you for Governor Zhang's kindness. It's just that I left home at eighteen to study, and it has been nine years now. Although I haven't made a name for myself, I haven't seen my parents for many years and miss them very much. Now that I am finally free of official duties, I really want to go back and serve my parents to fulfill my filial piety."

Seeing Zhou Zhentao refuse so decisively, Zhang Zhenfang was not surprised, "Commander Zhou, Shaanxi is very chaotic now. There are constant conflicts between the People's Party and the local governors. If a great talent like Commander Zhou returns to Shaanxi, I'm afraid the tree desires stillness but the wind will not cease. Why ask for trouble? A young and promising person like you will definitely be reused in Beijing. At that time, bringing your parents to Beijing will also make the elderly happy."

"Hehe," Zhou Zhentao laughed helplessly, "Governor Zhang, I heard that you are a *Jinshi* and have served as the Governor-General of Zhili, so you should see the affairs of the world clearly. When the People's Party started its uprising, I also contributed. If I say some insincere words, you can also see through them. So I will tell you the truth. Both Beiyang and the People's Party want to unify the world. This has nothing to do with the good or evil of their propositions. There are no two suns in the sky, and no two rulers in a country. You want me to join Beiyang, but Beiyang has to be able to hold up. Compared now, Beiyang has no advantage. This year the People's Party has already conscripted 200,000 soldiers. Once the recruits arrive, there will be 600,000 troops. These 600,000 people are all regularly trained, weapons are all self-made, and food and pay are no problem. Beiyang, including the newly formed miscellaneous troops in various places, has less than 120,000 people in total, and weapons and ammunition have to be imported. Equipment, training, logistics supply, all are inferior to the People's Party. In terms of numbers, the People's Party's army can fight five against one against Beiyang. Although I am not working with the People's Party anymore, I also want to save my life to serve my parents. I hope Governor Zhang can understand."

Even though Zhang Zhenfang was very cultivated, his face couldn't help but look ugly at this time. Some of the situations Zhou Zhentao mentioned he hadn't heard of, but he knew most of the content. Beiyang was defeated disastrously when its numbers exceeded the People's Party. Now the People's Party's numbers also exceeded the Beiyang Army, and they even fought the Germans in Qingdao. Hearing Zhou Zhentao list these numbers, Zhang Zhenfang was actually scared. Henan directly faced the People's Party's Huaihai Province. Counting the Beiyang 2nd Division and other troops, there were less than 30,000 men at full count. The Huaihai Military Region had a crowd of 100,000. Facing the Huaihai Military Region, any disturbance scared Zhang Zhenfang enough.

After pausing for a moment, Zhang Zhenfang asked: "Does the People's Party intend to march into Henan?"

Zhou Zhentao suppressed his laughter and managed not to be rude. Holding back his smile, Zhou Zhentao said: "Governor Zhang, thanks to you sending someone to pick me up, and since I am not working under the People's Party now, I will answer truthfully. You have collected taxes in Henan to this extent, the people below immediately have no way to live. Whole villages bordering the People's Party are defecting to the People's Party. The common people ask for nothing else but not to pay taxes to the Henan government anymore. If it weren't for the premise that defecting to the People's Party requires land reform and land distribution, I'm afraid even the people outside Kaifeng City would have defected. If you use force against the People's Party, the People's Party would be overjoyed. If the People's Party starts first, they carry the charge of destroying peace. If Henan starts first, the People's Party can fight freely. The principle of the People's Party forces is absolutely never fire the first shot, but they will not let the enemy have a chance to fire a second shot."

After listening to Zhou Zhentao, Zhang Zhenfang could no longer maintain his calm appearance, his face turned somewhat pale. Barely suppressing the emotions in his heart, Zhang Zhenfang said: "May I ask Commander Zhou, if the People's Party is to take action against Henan, when will it be?"

Zhou Zhentao had held back a bellyful of anger in the People's Party. Seeing Henan Governor Zhang Zhenfang scared like this, he couldn't help but feel a kind of pleasure in his heart. He replied: "This depends on you, Governor Zhang. You dare not fight directly now. If you take the path of political solution, the People's Party won't listen to the Beiyang government either. Henan's problem is that taxes are too heavy. In the current situation, the people can't live, so they will defect to the People's Party. If Henan's total tax amount remains unchanged, and the places where you, Governor Zhang, can collect taxes become fewer and fewer, then you can only increase taxes in other parts of Henan. Once taxes are increased in other parts of Henan, the people's lives will be even harder, and the speed of defecting to the People's Party will be faster. As long as this tax is not lowered, the places the Henan government can control will become fewer and fewer. Governor Zhang, when the People's Party talks about you, they always say you are the People's Party's best friend in Henan. Propagating revolutionary principles to the common people, the common people either don't understand or aren't interested. But with your way of collecting taxes, Governor Zhang, the People's Party just says one sentence: land revolution, everyone eats their fill. The people can understand, and naturally they defect to the People's Party."

Having said this, a doubt suddenly arose in Zhou Zhentao's mind. These were all words Chen Ke usually told the comrades. Zhou Zhentao always thought he didn't believe them, or at least wasn't willing to care about them. So why did he seem to say these words logically now, and Zhou Zhentao firmly believed these words were correct? Acknowledging these words, wasn't it acknowledging the thoughts Chen Ke used to instill in the comrades in various ways? Since all the undertakings of the People's Party were built on the foundation of the people, what reason did Zhou Zhentao have to think that "revolutionary meritorious ministers" should naturally possess more privileges?

If revolutionary meritorious ministers should have privileges, then what kind of privileges should Chen Ke have? Since Zhou Zhentao believed he should have privileges, shouldn't Chen Ke, the greatest meritorious minister, have the privilege to make all People's Party comrades accept Chen Ke's will?

If Zhang Zhenfang hadn't been scared by what Zhou Zhentao said, with his usual rigor and seriousness, Zhang Zhenfang should have been able to see the doubt in Zhou Zhentao's heart. However, Zhang Zhenfang was completely flustered. The content narrated by Zhou Zhentao completely terrified Zhang Zhenfang.

What Zhou Zhentao said, or the People's Party's understanding of Zhang Zhenfang expounded by Zhou Zhentao, hit the core point. Zhang Zhenfang must collect enough taxes. Zhang Zhenfang was not a corrupt official, at least Zhang Zhenfang considered himself a relatively honest person. Zhang Zhenfang never operated tax collection for his own private gain. If Zhang Zhenfang had heard Chen say "There are individuals who betray their class, but no class that betrays its interests," Zhang Zhenfang might have felt like he found a confidant.

Zhang Zhenfang could refrain from forcibly adding or deducting taxes for himself, but Zhang Zhenfang had to collect enough taxes for the Beiyang clique in Henan. Yuan Shikai far away in Beijing could be ignored for the time being, but the tax of 100 taels per person per year for the 12,000 officers and soldiers of the Beiyang 2nd Division must be given in full. This was 1.2 million taels of real silver. A Beiyang Army soldier needed at least 30 *jin* of grain a month, 4.32 million *jin* of grain must be given in full every year. The food and pay for other local troops must also be collected in full. This meant that to raise this bunch of "*Qiu Ba*" (soldiers), Zhang Zhenfang needed to try every means to collect more than 2 million taels of real silver and 8 million *jin* of grain. The total number of officials in various places in Henan was about 100,000. For Henan with a population of over 50 million, this number was only one five-hundredth. These people needed to eat and drink. If their expenses were all borne by the Henan provincial government, it would be more than three times the expenditure of less than 30,000 troops. Even with the same salary as these "Soldier Lords", Zhou Zhentao, this Henan Governor, would have to spend 10 million taels of silver and 40 million *jin* of grain every year.

One must know that the Qing court's annual income was only 100 million taels, most of which was customs revenue. Where could Henan, a province with undeveloped trade, get 10 million taels of silver for the salaries of the army and officials? For the army, Henan Province had to grit its teeth and find ways to scrape it together. For the income of local officials, they could only let them figure it out themselves.

It wasn't that Zhang Zhenfang didn't know the ferocity of local exploitation, but he was just one person, and he didn't know the magic of excreting gold and urinating silver. Where would the money come from? let alone local officials, even those around Zhang Zhenfang himself, who didn't come for official positions, promotions, and various official benefits? Who truly cared about the interests of the people? Even if there were people with such ideals, such ideals were long smashed to pieces by reality.

The People's Party mocked Zhang Zhenfang as "the People's Party's best friend in Henan". Zhang Zhenfang felt very wronged. If one had to say who was the People's Party's best friend in Henan, it would be better to say that the current system in Henan was the People's Party's best friend. As long as this system still existed, even if Zhang Zhenfang had a silver tongue like an immortal and could persuade Yuan Shikai to exempt Henan from money and grain for a few years, those people in the localities wouldn't collect a penny less from the common people. The only way to stop this kind of tax collection was for this bunch of people to know that if they continued to collect like this, they would definitely die without a burial place. If these tax-collecting officials had this realization, the result wouldn't be that they would share a bitter hatred of the enemy and face the threat of the People's Party together. The result would inevitably be that these people would abandon the Beiyang government, abandon Zhang Zhenfang, and flee like rats. Leaving only Zhang Zhenfang alone to face the irresistible ending of destruction.

As a scholar, Zhang Zhenfang had said the word "popular support" (*minxin*) countless times, but Zhang Zhenfang discovered how far this bureaucratic group was from "popular support". "All the world bustles for profit, all the world hustles for profit". Zhang Zhenfang sent a large number of spies to Huaihai Province and Anhui Province to gather intelligence. The news brought back by the spies was no different from what Zhou Zhentao said. Compared with the People's Party close at hand, Zhang Zhenfang had to admit that the Beiyang he represented definitely did not represent popular support.

When fear tightly gripped his heart, making it difficult for Zhang Zhenfang to even breathe, he suddenly remembered something. Since the People's Party had such popular support, why did Zhou Zhentao, a senior military officer, choose to leave the People's Party?

As if catching a life-saving straw, Zhang Zhenfang felt as relieved as if he had been liberated, and even the breath he couldn't catch came back. "Commander Zhou, then why did you leave the People's Party?" Zhang Zhenfang asked. Although not long ago, Zhang Zhenfang knew that he shouldn't have taken the initiative to ask this question no matter what.

Zhou Zhentao didn't answer immediately, because Zhou Zhentao was also doubting why he left the People's Party. Originally, it was for a moment of pleasure to tell Henan Governor Zhang Zhenfang about some of the People's Party's basic actions and the theoretical support behind these basic actions. Zhou Zhentao once harbored some malice, perhaps wanting to add a little trouble to the People's Party's seizure of Henan? Or perhaps simply wanting to find someone with relatively high status to bully to dispel the resentment in his heart. But after truly scaring Henan Governor Zhang Zhenfang, Zhou Zhentao didn't feel the thrill of venting, nor even the joy of taking revenge on the People's Party. Zhou Zhentao just fell into a deep doubt, why did he leave the People's Party?

Now Zhou Zhentao was no longer a division commander of the People's Party, just an ordinary commoner unrelated to the People's Party. But just relying on the knowledge learned from the People's Party, he could scare the dignified Henan Governor into a trembling voice. This was the power of the People's Party, this was the power possessed by the organization Zhou Zhentao abandoned.

Zhou Zhentao had to take seriously a fact he had been unwilling to face during this time. Perhaps he really made a wrong choice.
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After reading Zhang Zhenfang's telegram, Yuan Shikai merely let out a cold snort and handed the telegram to Wang Shizhen who was beside him. Wang Shizhen picked up the letter and read it carefully. It stated that many people had recently left the People's Party, and Zhou Zhentao, who had once served as a division commander in the People's Party, had stayed in Kaifeng for a period and discussed the overall situation with Zhang Zhenfang.

As the Minister of War, Wang Shizhen was also responsible for intelligence work. After reading it, he frowned slightly. Recently, the People's Party had carried out a severe crackdown on the Beiyang intelligence network, and Wang Shizhen in Beijing had not received this news.

"Pinqing, what exactly does this telegram mean? If he wants to say something, why not just write a letter? What is it that cannot be discussed clearly?" Yuan Shikai asked. Receiving such a disjointed telegram from Zhang Zhenfang, where he seemed to be holding back, made Yuan Shikai very curious.

As usual, Wang Shizhen pondered in silence for a while before slowly answering, "It is likely that Zhang Zhenfang has not handled his duties in Henan well, and there are some things he dares not say."

With the telegraph and the Beijing-Hankou Railway, news between Henan and Beijing could travel in just one day. Yuan Shikai trusted his cousin Zhang Zhenfang very much. He had heard about the People's Party's "infiltration" in Henan, but since the People's Party had not actively deployed troops so far, Yuan Shikai was happy to let Zhang Zhenfang maintain the situation in Henan. Hearing Wang Shizhen say this, Yuan Shikai felt that something was indeed amiss. Yuan Shikai asked Wang Shizhen, "Why doesn't Zhang Zhenfang speak frankly?"

Wang Shizhen replied, "Governor Zhang was ordered by the Great President to govern Henan. He naturally tries his best to do the job well. When encountering some issues, he will not easily complain to the Great President. I think the Great President might as well send a telegram to ask him exactly what happened. Presumably, Governor Zhang will then tell the truth."

Hearing Wang Shizhen's suggestion, Yuan Shikai neither nodded in agreement nor shook his head in opposition. A look of hesitation appeared on his face. After a pause, Yuan Shikai said, "Pinqing, national affairs are difficult right now. Which province isn't clamoring for money, grain, and tax exemptions? Even if I send a telegram to ask, what Zhang Zhenfang will say is nothing more than these things. Even if he says it, what can I do? Appointing him as the Governor of Henan is for him to manage Henan's affairs well. If he complains to the central government about every little thing, it will just set a bad precedent like in the previous dynasty."

In the final years of the Qing Dynasty, the central treasury was exhausted, especially after the Boxer Indemnity, when the central government made the provinces bear the indemnity. Even when encountering floods or droughts, the central government adopted the method of letting localities raise disaster relief materials. Since the localities could not count on the central government, local officials naturally became estranged from the central government. The Manchu Qing perished like dust because the gentry who bore the taxes and the officials responsible for collecting taxes were all estranged from the central government.

Yuan Shikai was naturally very clear about this change. Those country bumpkin landlords who had never seen the world, and those Revolutionary Party members who were mostly overseas students, could naturally think that the Manchu Qing was the culprit for everything. They either shouted for "constitutionalism" or simply shouted for "revolution". As if once the Manchu Qing handed over power, the world would be well-governed. Yuan Shikai certainly could not agree with this idea. When the little Emperor Xuantong was on the throne, the many problems the country faced could not be solved simply because a little doll like Xuantong rolled off the dragon throne, or because the Manchu group was swept away. After Yuan Shikai came to power, these problems were not only not solved immediately, but because of the regime change and social turbulence, they were even harder to handle than before. Appointing provincial governors was to let them solve problems for Yuan Shikai, not to let Yuan Shikai wipe their asses.

Wang Shizhen also understood this very well. From the very beginning, Wang Shizhen did not agree with overthrowing the Manchu Qing. This was partly because Wang Shizhen believed that loyalty was a necessary moral integrity, and partly because Wang Shizhen believed that "implementing constitutionalism to change the state structure" was acceptable, but attempting to solve actual political problems through a model of dynasty change was completely unrealistic. Rashly doing so would only result in "suffering harm before receiving any benefit".

At present, the Beiyang government barely managed to hold the situation together, and it was only barely. The current three pillars of Beiyang were, first, the Beiyang Army; second, the "treaty that is not a treaty" with the People's Party; and third, the support of foreign governments for the Beiyang government.

The latter two pillars were quite unstable. The People's Party had not joined the parliament until now. With Chen Ke's personality, he could turn hostile at any moment. The secret treaty between Chen Ke and Yuan Shikai appeared to be of great help to Yuan Shikai. Even if it were leaked, it would not be a blow to Chen Ke's prestige, but would instead deeply ingrain Yuan Shikai's image of "selling out the country for glory" domestically. The Beiyang government simply had no means to suppress Chen Ke.

As for the foreigners, the British tried to win over Yuan Shikai to ensure the smooth implementation of the fixed quota trade agreement. This co-opting was merely an expedient measure for the British. If there were slight problems with the fixed quota trade agreement, the British co-opting could immediately turn into coercion. As for the Japanese side, they were after interests in the three Northeast provinces, hoping to expand investment there. It was not any heartfelt support for Yuan Shikai himself.

Nominally, Yuan Shikai was the President of the Republic of China, possessing the power to command the world. In reality, apart from being able to command the Beiyang Army, it was good enough if the governors of other provinces didn't cause trouble for Yuan Shikai. To keep the power to command the Beiyang Army, the Yuan Shikai government, regardless of how much tax it could collect, had to fork out millions of taels of silver to the Beiyang Army every year. This financial burden was truly too heavy.

Both were adept at politics and had worked together for many years. They knew the situation they faced without even mentioning a word. Yuan Shikai did not speak, and Wang Shizhen did not speak either. After a long while, Yuan Shikai said, "Pinqing, my mind is made up. The most important thing now is to take the opportunity of the fixed quota agreement to expand our Beiyang's exports. Only after the money is in hand can the situation be stabilized. If Chen Ke can get rich by exporting, we definitely can too."

"Then what about Governor Zhang?" Wang Shizhen asked. Since Zhang Zhenfang had sent such a telegram, it would seem heartless if the central government ignored it completely.

Yuan Shikai replied calmly, "Tell him that no matter what disturbance the People's Party makes, he must stabilize Henan. As long as we get through this juncture, the People's Party matter can definitely be resolved."

Two days later, Chen Ke couldn't help but laugh after reading the content of this telegram: "Oh? Get through this juncture? It seems Yuan Shikai really doesn't want to loot a burning house."

Shang Yuan did not intend to join in the fun. He asked seriously, "Can Henan hold on?"

Hearing these murderous words, Wu Xingchen couldn't help but laugh, "Zhang Zhenfang just sent a few more spies, that's all. Secretary Shang, you look even angrier than the comrades from the People's Internal Affairs Commission."

Shang Yuan was amused despite his anger, "I am not angry at Zhang Zhenfang at all. Without him in Henan, we couldn't have established a foothold in Henan so quickly. It's just that Chairman Chen noticed Bai Lang in Henan long ago, plus with Wang Jingwei beside Bai Lang, the Tongmenghui is now eager to conquer its own territory. Commander Wu, how far do you think they can fight?"

Wu Xingchen put away his smile, "Henan doesn't just have Bai Lang now. No matter how good Bai Lang is at fighting, it's still a simple peasant uprising. I'm afraid he is no match for the Beiyang Army. On the contrary, how should we treat these rebels like Bai Lang?"

Speaking of this, Wu Xingchen looked at Chen Tianhua, "Director Chen, peasant uprisings are currently spontaneous and far from reaching the level of self-consciousness. They are just instinctively resisting the injustice they encounter. I personally do not think we should support them. You have worked with Pang Zi twice, don't you know their kind of virtue?"

Chen Tianhua did not answer immediately. Wu Xingchen's example was really good. After thinking for a moment, Chen Tianhua nodded in agreement, "If Bai Lang himself has not truly recognized the essence of revolution and is just a local armed leader who rose up in rebellion, I agree not to give him any support. However, it is necessary for us to send people to seize the command of this armed force. We can ignore Bai Lang's life or death, but we cannot ignore the life or death of the common people."

"You mean..." Wu Xingchen was very interested in Chen Tianhua's words.

"Wang Jingwei is now in Bai Lang's team. What he wants is influence over this team. We can also send people to join Bai Lang's team. Since the fall of the Manchu Qing, I have been reflecting. Chairman Chen said that the Manchu rulers did not even have special common interests with the bannermen. Can the interests of those leaders in Bai Lang's team be consistent with the interests of those ordinary participants in Bai Lang's team? Can Bai Lang's team be consistent with the interests of the people in their locality? As long as the comrades we send can hide their identities and stand with the local people in Henan, I think Bai Lang's personal success or failure need not be discussed."

Wu Xingchen and Chai Qingguo both came from peasant uprising backgrounds, and they understood Chen Tianhua's words extremely clearly. Infiltrate the rebels and seize real power of the rebel army by following the people's revolutionary line. If the People's Party wanted to directly seize superficial control of Henan, it would not be difficult. The difficulty was that after the People's Party seized superficial control of Henan, it would still be detached from the people of Henan. By participating in the Bai Lang Uprising, the People's Party could solidly begin to take root in Henan. This was indeed a very effective strategy.

Chen Ke had taken the postgraduate entrance exam back in the day, but didn't pass. He had a deep impression of the last political question that year. The gist was that at a certain stage in history, the Party required party members to join various local forces and seize the leadership of these local forces. Chen Ke roughly remembered that he had interpreted this question from the perspective of political maneuvering. He was quite proud when he answered this question, feeling that his insights into history finally had a chance to be displayed.

Chen Ke had long forgotten exactly what he wrote back then. But Chen Tianhua's suggestion reminded Chen Ke of that question. If the current revolutionary cause was an exam, Chen Tianhua would at least get full marks on this question.

Shang Yuan, Wu Xingchen, and Chai Qingguo did not have any intention of objecting. Everyone just thought that excellent comrades needed to be selected to implement this plan. Wu Xingchen emphasized a key point, "In terms of holding onto power, the leaders of the peasant uprising army are probably more proficient than our People's Party comrades. Since Bai Lang can have considerable influence locally, he is naturally not an incompetent person. The more shrewd he is, the less we can let him know the identities of our comrades."

The comrades talked for a while. Seeing that Chen Ke had not participated from beginning to end, Chen Tianhua turned to Chen Ke, "Chairman Chen, what is your opinion on this approach?"

"I think this line of thought is not bad. Everyone can be responsible for doing this. If there is any suggestion on this matter, I have just one. What we want is to take root in Henan, not to follow Bai Lang. We want to be local leaders, not Bai Lang's trusted aides."

The comrades nodded repeatedly. If one wanted to be Bai Lang's trusted aide, one was destined to detach from the masses. Wu Xingchen nodded repeatedly, "We definitely have to do it this way."

Shang Yuan didn't understand the characteristics within the peasant uprising army very well. Up to now, he had been engaged in formal government work, so Shang Yuan directly asked about what he was concerned about, "Chairman Chen, I heard your earlier meaning was that Yuan Shikai may not be able to survive this juncture?"

Seeing that someone noticed this point, Chen Ke laughed, "Everyone thinks Yuan Shikai can suppress Bai Lang. However, this war is unlikely to end in a short time. If it ends within one or two months, we naturally have nothing to say. If this war lasts for a year, or even two years. We have looked down on Yuan Shikai from beginning to end, but other provinces originally didn't know the actual situation of Yuan Shikai. Seeing the performance of Yuan Shikai's Beiyang government, what will they think?"

The People's Party adhered to the materialist conception of history, which meant that everyone paid lip service to relying on the people, not on gods or emperors, and not pinning hopes on heroes who appeared by chance. It was just that when facing Chen Ke, everyone unknowingly and temporarily went against their own understanding. When Chen Ke said Bai Lang might be able to hold on for a year or two, the comrades couldn't help but think along the lines Chen Ke envisaged. Even unknowingly, the comrades believed that Bai Lang could hold on for a year or two against Beiyang.

"If it takes a year or two to deal with Bai Lang, it can only speak to Yuan Shikai's incompetence," Wu Xingchen was the first to answer.

Chen Ke nodded, "So, I am looking at this matter from the perspective of interests. We shouldn't have any official intervention. Once there is overt intervention, Beiyang will feel that failure is nothing. Now Beiyang themselves admit they can't beat our People's Party. If Beiyang exhausts all their strength and still cannot suppress Bai Lang, their weakness will not only be exposed to the eyes of the world, but the Beiyang Army itself will also feel great discouragement. At that time, we can talk about the issue of the central government."

"The issue of the central government?" Including Shang Yuan, some didn't completely understand.

Chen Tianhua asked with some surprise, "Does Chairman Chen want to be this Great President?"

"What's so good about being that Great President?" Chen Ke laughed, "Why do I call the current government the Beiyang government? Because all departments in this government are controlled by the Beiyang faction. When Beiyang completely displays its powerlessness and incompetence, it is necessary for us to seize part of the central power. Of course, we must have the final say in our base areas, and we must also have the final say in a considerable part of the power within the central government."

"Hit him when he's down, this is also only right and proper," Chai Qingguo immediately expressed his agreement.

"So comrades suggest achieving our infiltration of Henan through the Bai Lang Uprising. I support it very much. However, if Beiyang's weakness and incompetence are completely and publicly displayed, this is the direction we want to utilize in this matter. Of course, before this, we need to take advantage of this excellent opportunity to complete internal rectification. Our goal is always to liberate all of China. After the entire rectification is completed, we will start attempting to enter the central government."

Everyone nodded repeatedly. This goal had not been raised so clearly for a long time. Facing the complicated practical work, the comrades simply had no time to determine this distant issue.

Having received everyone's support, Chen Ke began to assign specific tasks. "Now we need to form five sets of leadership groups: Party, Government, Military, NPC, and CPPCC. Each set of leadership groups must have its own clear division of labor. For example, regarding the government leadership group, let's not come up with so many unconventional things. The key point right now is one: agricultural production and industrial production must be socialized. The government is responsible for guiding and organizing labor. Why do I repeatedly emphasize the greatness of the Chinese people? Because ordinary Chinese people all have a consensus: Chinese people know that if one does not work for a day, one does not eat for a day. If the government guides production work, as long as science and democracy can be practically popularized at the grassroots level, work should not be a problem. Without strong grain production capacity, there is no future for China. As the old Chinese saying goes, food is the first necessity of the people."

This no longer required deliberately persuading the comrades. The reason why the People's Party could receive great support in the countryside these years was that the People's Party had already begun to effectively introduce administrative officials into agricultural production, which originally belonged to the responsibility of the broad masses of working people themselves. Without the various supports provided by the government, the agricultural production efficiency in the base area countryside could not have improved so quickly.

"Of course, the five major leadership groups are not proving themselves individually. The whole country is a single game of chess. On this point, we must pay attention to cooperation. We cannot say that when encountering problems, we shift the blame to others, and when encountering credit, we are unwilling to lag behind. This is the issue of future organizational perfection and construction."

After Chen Ke finished speaking, Shang Yuan couldn't help but smile. He said with high spirits, "The workload isn't small, is it?"

"Yes, the workload isn't small." Chen Ke nodded in agreement. "Then in agricultural production, there need to be backbones, main forces, and mainstays. I think the Engineering Corps and Railway Corps are such mainstays in construction. Comrade Chai Qingguo, I want to ask you, are you willing to undertake the work of the Engineering Corps in Huaihai Province? This will be heavy work concerning the entire infrastructure construction of Huaihai. I even want to establish an Engineering Corps Command Academy and a Railway Academy to train a large number of professional technical personnel in this area. But this force must be responsible by a reliable comrade."

Chai Qingguo was not surprised by Chen Ke's words. Many people outside had rumored that Chen Ke prepared to hand over the Engineering Corps formation work to Gu Lu. Chai Qingguo didn't even have the interest to refute the rumors. If Chen Ke prepared to let Gu Lu be responsible for this branch of the military, then why arrange Chai Qingguo as the Commander-in-Chief of Engineering, responsible for the Xuzhou Yunlong Lake project? The meaning within this could not be clearer.

Chai Qingguo had already thought about his own staying or leaving. Hearing Chen Ke ask this, Chai Qingguo immediately stood up and saluted Chen Ke, "I resolutely obey the organization's arrangement."

Chen Ke also stood up and returned the salute seriously, "With you responsible for this important work, I am truly at ease."

Chai Qingguo nodded, "Chairman Chen, you asked me to be this person in charge, I also have to raise a condition first. No matter if Comrade Gu Lu is prepared to be kept for Chairman Chen's own use, or prepared to be kept for the Engineering Corps use, I want this comrade. You must promise me."

"This, of course." Chen Ke nodded in agreement.
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Since sending that telegram to Yuan Shikai, Henan Governor Zhang Zhenfang had been waiting anxiously.

After listening to Zhou Zhentao's words, Zhang Zhenfang admitted that taxes in Henan were indeed quite heavy. If not for his strict family upbringing and his own emphasis on self-cultivation, he would have long since retorted, "If not for the People's Party eyeing us covetously from the side, and if not for the foreigners repeatedly plundering China, why would Henan have to bear such intense taxation?"

However, given his strict upbringing and emphasis on self-cultivation, he realized before speaking that he should not humiliate himself. The four provinces under the People's Party's rule were not considered very wealthy regions, and the Yangtze River valley was an area the British strove to control. Yet, the People's Party could collect only thirty percent in taxes, while the people of Henan had to bear a tax burden of nearly eighty percent. This was not something that could be explained away by a few complaints.

Zhou Zhentao remained unwilling to defect to the Beiyang clique. After a period of bitter persuasion proved ineffective, Zhang Zhenfang could only send him away. After sending the telegram, Zhang Zhenfang waited for Yuan Shikai's reply. Once Yuan Shikai inquired about this matter, Zhang Zhenfang decided he would try to make Yuan Shikai lower Henan's taxes no matter what.

After waiting for a few days, Yuan Shikai's letter arrived. This letter was attached to official government documents. In the letter, Yuan Shikai did not mention a single word about the former People's Party division commander Zhou Zhentao. He only told Zhang Zhenfang that national affairs were currently difficult, and since Henan had a large population and vast farmland, as Yuan Shikai's cousin, Zhang Zhenfang needed to manage Henan well and do credit to Yuan Shikai.

Putting down the family letter and opening the official document, Zhang Zhenfang's brows furrowed tighter the more he read. It was evident from the document that Yuan Shikai was anxious. Based on the population of each province, Yuan Shikai had set a tax quota. All local tax standards were no longer managed by the central government. Under the new tax standards, localities only had to complete their own tax tasks and provide a certain amount of tax revenue and grain to the central government. As for who the localities collected taxes from and how they collected them, the Yuan Shikai central government would not interfere at all; it was entirely the responsibility of the provincial governments themselves. In order to allow the provincial governors to possess a certain degree of deterrent capability, the Beiyang government permitted governors to establish "Tax Police" forces.

Zhang Zhenfang put down the document and sat there for a long time without speaking. Yuan Shikai's resolve was fully embodied in this document: determining the tax quota, handing over tax collection power to the Beiyang provincial governors, and allowing the governors to establish Tax Police forces. A series of measures were all intended to ensure that Beiyang's tax revenue remained stable. The document also emphasized one thing: "Taxation is the foundation of national operations. The central government will firmly support the provincial governors in implementing taxation."

To ensure tax revenue, one could collect taxes from ordinary commoners, of course, but one could also collect from the gentry or increase taxes on merchants. Judging by the meaning of the document, the central government would absolutely back up the provincial governors. No one would be allowed to complain to the central government. There was even a hidden implication that increasing taxes on local gentry and wealthy households would be done at any cost. Combined with the policy allowing provincial governors to establish "Tax Police" forces, it seemed Yuan Shikai had truly made up his mind.

Whether in the private letter or the official document, Yuan Shikai required Zhang Zhenfang to collect Henan's taxes no matter what. Originally, Zhang Zhenfang didn't dare to directly persuade Yuan Shikai to lower Henan's taxes. Now it seemed that even if Zhang Zhenfang summoned the courage to request a tax cut, he would only be reprimanded by Yuan Shikai.

Heaving a long sigh, Zhang Zhenfang turned his gaze to the map in the room. According to intelligence from spies, all major office locations of the People's Party had maps. The general explanation was that the People's Party wanted every party member and cadre to have the whole world in their hearts. Beiyang naturally refused to appear weak and also printed a large batch of maps to distribute to the Beiyang provincial governments, requiring them to hang them up as well. Zhang Zhenfang had slowly developed a habit of standing in front of the map to look whenever he encountered matters related to the People's Party.

Areas bordering the People's Party all showed problems of large-scale infiltration by the People's Party. Combining the intelligence Zhang Zhenfang had collected himself with what he obtained from Zhou Zhentao, in those poverty-stricken areas bordering the People's Party, where farming couldn't even support the people, accepting land reform, receiving cheap goods from rural cooperatives, and even working in the various factories and mines opened by the People's Party could effectively improve their lives. In southern Henan, the impoverished Dabie Mountain area had already completely thrown itself into the embrace of the People's Party. The People's Party's infiltration in places like Xinyang was particularly fierce.

In the eastern plains, four consecutive years of heavy taxation had caused villages to "fall" one by one. After implementing land reform and paying taxes to the People's Party, when tax collectors entered these villages again, being driven out by the local village government with random sticks was considered lucky treatment. Most tax collectors would be stripped down to their underwear, tied up with ropes, and paraded through the streets. Once subjected to such treatment, tax collectors dared not enter those villages to collect taxes again.

This gave rise to another matter. Many villages that hadn't defected to the People's Party at all also claimed to be paying taxes to the People's Party when faced with tax collection. This caused a drastic drop in tax revenue in the eastern Henan areas bordering the People's Party. Looking at the map of that area, Zhang Zhenfang's expression became increasingly ugly.

Withdrawing his gaze, Zhang Zhenfang's eyes fell on that official document again. "Anyone who feigns compliance but acts in opposition, who does not understand the difficulties of the state, and who refuses to pay taxes, whether official, soldier, gentry, or commoner, shall be punished severely without mercy."

These words were not addressed to the gentry and commoners who might "not pay taxes," but were said for the provincial governors to hear. If gentry and commoners didn't pay taxes, there was no need for Yuan Shikai to issue an order; local governments would already "punish them severely without mercy." These words were telling the provincial officials that anyone who failed to hand over enough tax revenue to meet the target would be punished severely without mercy by Yuan Shikai.

It wasn't impossible to refuse this kind of order. If he resigned from the post of Henan Governor now, Zhang Zhenfang could escape his current troubles. Zhang Zhenfang sat back in his chair. He was 49 years old this year and was already the Governor of Henan. If he continued, entering the central government to hold great power in the future was not an unreachable dream. Resigning now would primarily offend Yuan Shikai greatly. Zhang Zhenfang was heavily used by Yuan Shikai not because he was a die-hard loyalist of Beiyang, but because he was Yuan Shikai's cousin.

Thinking of this, Zhang Zhenfang finally made a decision. He prepared to obey Yuan Shikai's orders, which meant he had to carry out the tax collection work. Raising his hand to call over a personal attendant, Zhang Zhenfang ordered, "Invite the Beiyang Army Commander, as well as the Provincial Administration Commissioner and the Education Commissioner to the Governor's Office for a meeting."

***

Zhuangzhai in Lankao County was a scene of bustling activity. Although it had not joined the People's Party's base area, Zhuangzhai had also gained quite a few benefits due to its proximity to the base area. First of all, the local people of Zhuangzhai had bought winter wheat seeds promoted by the People's Party through relatives in nearby villages that had joined the People's Party's local government. These seeds had been rumored wildly in Lankao for a long time. It was said that wheat fields using these seeds had excellent harvests. At that time, Zhuangzhai people also thought they could steal them. When those wheat fields matured, some people from Zhuangzhai personally went to the fields under the People's Party's rule and bought a large batch of harvested wheat back.

However, at that time, there was a rumor saying that the People's Party's wheat was treated with magic. As long as the People's Party's red flag wasn't planted at the village entrance, and the spirit tablet of People's Party Chairman Chen Ke wasn't "invited" and personally "consecrated," this wheat would grow very poorly, or even not sprout at all. The local people of Zhuangzhai were half-believing and half-doubting about such supernatural things. But when the wheat seedlings sprouted, the people of Zhuangzhai had to believe it.

When getting the wheat seeds, the people of Zhuangzhai, fearing they would be cheated by outsiders, had over twenty villagers run a hundred *li* to the wheat fields that were about to be harvested and personally cut a batch of wheat to bring back. Everyone traveled through the night. When they returned, the local people saw the thick wheat stalks and the huge ears of wheat on them.

Facts speak louder than words. The villagers of Zhuangzhai saw the quality of the wheat stalks and ears with their own eyes. They were all farmers; how could they not know this was excellent wheat? The threshed wheat seeds were properly preserved. When planting these seeds into the ground, the commoners still felt, "No need to believe the Shandong people's boasting." Whether Chen Ke actually existed was still uncertain. The rumors said Chen Ke was like an immortal, but even an immortal couldn't possibly know whose family planted which wheat seeds from hundreds of *li* away.

It wasn't until the withered and listless wheat seedlings grew out that the commoners began to panic. In some fields where many seeds were planted, hardly any seedlings grew. After turning over the soil, the people of Zhuangzhai found that many wheat seeds seemed to have been cursed after being planted in the soil, simply not growing much at all.

The original mood of mocking the Shandong people for boasting immediately turned into great fear of Chen Ke. Chen Ke really had "cultivation." Otherwise, in the same field, half planted with local seeds and half with stolen seeds, why would the local seeds grow normally while the stolen seeds were completely ruined?

To ward off evil and avoid disaster, red flags were planted at the entrance of Zhuangzhai. The land planted with stolen seeds was plowed over again, and local clan elders invited shamans to perform rituals. A thick layer of incense ash and paper ash was burned.

How could the rural people of Zhuangzhai possibly see the magically powerful People's Party Chairman Chen Ke? They "invited" a portrait of Chen Ke that was personally "consecrated" by him. With no other way, and fearing they would incur divine punishment after angering this living immortal, everyone asked relatives to invite a local spirit tablet of Chen Ke and brought it back to perform rituals. Only then did the commoners feel somewhat at ease.

Various rumors about Chen Ke also spread in Zhuangzhai. It was said that Chen Ke himself was from Zheng County, Henan. Since childhood, he worshipped a Daoist priest living in seclusion on Mount Song as his teacher, learning heaven and earth-connecting Yin-Yang magic, knowing the creation of heaven and earth and the laws of all things. This Daoist priest saw that the Qing Dynasty's fate was exhausted, so he let Chen Ke go to Shanghai to worship a high court official named Yan Fu as his disciple. This Yan Fu was the current Premier of the Imperial Cabinet, formerly a Grand Councilor of the Grand Council, and was sworn brothers with the current Great President Yuan Shikai.

Then Chen Ke raised an army in Anhui. At that time, there was a great flood in Anhui. Chen Ke used magic to drive away the flood waters, allowing the local people in Anhui to farm. Chen Ke also cast spells, resulting in the wheat seedlings in Anhui growing wildly, with harvests even better than before the disaster. Then Chen Ke used talismans as generals and scattered beans to turn into soldiers, defeating the government army. He subsequently occupied Anhui.

At that time, Empress Dowager Cixi was in power. Relying on the two hundred years of dragon <em>qi</em> of the Qing Dynasty, she tried to kill Chen Ke. She then dispatched the current Great President, then Beiyang Governor and Commander of the Nine Gates, Lord Yuan Shikai, to suppress him. As a result, Chen Ke performed a ritual, casting the spell Jiang Ziya used to curse Zhao Gongming to death in *Investiture of the Gods*. He also wrote a curse text called "The Life of Cixi," which predicted when Empress Dowager Cixi and Emperor Guangxu would die, and then sent this curse text to Cixi. Cixi opened it and immediately fell under the curse. Sure enough, as "predicted" in "The Life of Cixi," she died together with Emperor Guangxu in less than three days. Chen Ke took the opportunity to campaign in all directions and seized a large territory.

These rumors scared everyone witless. They didn't expect that stealing some wheat seeds would lead them to steal from this living immortal. Wasn't that asking to be cursed? From then on, the people of Zhuangzhai gave up the idea of stealing wheat seeds.

Another year passed, and the village next to Zhuangzhai surrendered to the People's Party. The People's Party sent "agricultural cadres" to the countryside, and the corner of the wheat seed magic was finally lifted. It turned out that these wheat seeds were only sold by the People's Party. After being planted, they would yield a bumper harvest in the first year but would result in no harvest in the second year. The commoners suddenly realized the truth. No wonder every family guarded the wheat seeds so closely, yet when Zhuangzhai people went more than a hundred *li* away to buy wheat seeds, the locals actually sold them to the Zhuangzhai people. This was clearly digging a pit for everyone to fall into.

However, regarding these "cursed" wheat seeds, everyone dared not have any more ideas. Only a commoner named Li Sangou, who was so poor he couldn't go on, secretly begged for some wheat seeds from relatives in various villages and planted them. That year, the harvest was excellent. The wheat just grew differently. Everyone asked repeatedly, and Li Sangou couldn't hold out, so he told the truth. It turned out he had secretly planted the People's Party's "one-crop wheat."

Seeing that Li Sangou didn't die from a curse, people in Zhuangzhai successively began to "steal plant" the People's Party's wheat seeds on a large scale, also achieving bumper harvests. Last year, except for a few timid families, the people of Zhuangzhai all planted the People's Party's wheat seeds. Looking at the gratifying growth of the wheat seedlings, although they still muttered a bit in their hearts, no one lacked great confidence in this year's harvest.

In the third month of the lunar calendar, a large group of government troops suddenly arrived outside the village. Seeing the People's Party red flag planted at the village entrance to "ward off evil and hasten the wheat," these government troops actually spread out into formation and surrounded the village.

A sudden great change occurred, scaring the commoners of Zhuangzhai half to death.
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Liu Jisheng ran back home in a panic, carefully bolted the main gate, and immediately rushed into the main house. As soon as he entered, he shouted in a low voice, " The government troops are here! Hide the grain, quick!" While warning his family, Liu Jisheng had already dug out an old sack and lunged for the flour vat.

This announcement triggered intense panic in Liu Jisheng's home. His wife was already running toward the side room where the wheat was stored, dragging their fourteen or fifteen-year-old son with her. By the time Liu Jisheng came out carrying a largely full sack of flour, he saw his wife and son had already dragged two hemp sacks filled with wheat into the courtyard.

"Cunzhong, don't take it all. Put that half-sack of wheat back," Liu Jisheng ordered.

Hearing this suggestion, Liu Jisheng's wife said anxiously, "Are you stupid! If we leave it here for them to see, won't it just get taken away?"

Liu Jisheng shouted angrily, "You're the stupid one! If the government troops come and see there's nothing to take, do you think they'll obediently let us off? Leave them something they can take, so we can at least keep more of the rest."

After speaking, Liu Jisheng made his son put the half-sack of wheat back in the side room. He handed the flour sack to his wife to carry, then turned to his daughter, who had followed them out timidly, and said, "Cunxiu, sweep the floor. Don't let anyone see flour on the ground."

"Dad, why?" Liu Cunxiu couldn't help asking.

Liu Jisheng said in an annoyed whisper, "If they follow the trail of flour, won't they find where we hid the stuff?"

Watching his daughter go to get the broom, Liu Jisheng patted the flour dust off the outside of the flour sack, then took his wife to the watermelon cellar dug behind the house to hide the wheat and flour. He tidied up the traces on the ground and piled a heap of firewood and straw over the cellar entrance. Liu Jisheng then took his wife back to the courtyard and carefully cleaned the flour traces off their clothes. He instructed his wife and children again, "You all hide inside the house. No one is allowed to come out into the courtyard. Even if they drag you out, don't come out voluntarily."

Having said all this, Liu Jisheng closed the door to the main house and carefully checked the courtyard gate himself before walking into the side room and sitting on a stool to catch his breath. Not long after, the sounds of men shouting and horses neighing could be heard outside, and the village dogs began to bark. The main body of the government troops must have entered the village. Liu Jisheng recited the names of every deity he knew in his heart, from the Supreme Venerable Sovereign to Shakyamuni, praying they would protect his family from this calamity. After reciting them once, he didn't feel reassured, so he recited them again.

Although he didn't usually believe in these things, Liu Jisheng continued to pray. After praying, Liu Jisheng suddenly thought of Chen Ke of the People's Party, the living immortal who had become increasingly famous in Zhuangzhai in recent years. But the deities he had just prayed to were dead; at most, one offered tributes, burned incense, and kowtowed. Chen Ke, however, was a living person, and Liu Jisheng was extremely cautious when dealing with living people. A few years ago, when he went with fellow villagers to buy the People's Party's "one-crop wheat" over a hundred *li* away, he had insisted on bringing back the wheat stalks. This caution had paid off; seeing the stalks and the ears of wheat on them, the villagers truly believed they had brought back good wheat. Even when issues arose later, the villagers didn't accuse those who went on the errand of deliberately cheating everyone. They simply thought the outsiders had scammed the people of Zhuangzhai.

Given this personality, Liu Jisheng was precisely the type who dared not pray to Chen Ke. If the prayer wasn't sincere, and Chen Ke didn't sense it, that would be fine. But if he prayed sincerely and Chen Ke actually found out, what kind of tribute was Liu Jisheng prepared to offer to satisfy Chen Ke?

While he was thinking about this, sounds of doors being smashed and people shouting could be heard from all directions. In a moment, someone was banging forcefully on Liu Jisheng's front gate. Suppressing the fear in his heart, Liu Jisheng got up and went out of the side room. As soon as he opened the gate, he saw several men in gray military uniforms standing outside. Because they hadn't expected the door to open so promptly, the men were somewhat surprised. After a pause, the leader among them pointed at Liu Jisheng and said, "You. Follow us to the village entrance."

"What for?" Liu Jisheng was naturally entirely unwilling to go.

The leader of the group in gray uniforms stepped forward, grabbed Liu Jisheng by the collar, and shouted loudly, "Go when you're told to go. Or are you looking to get in trouble with the law?"

Liu Jisheng didn't struggle. He just put on a smiling face and said hurriedly, "Gentlemen, I'll go, I'll go. But can I go with everyone else?"

Seeing that Liu Jisheng had no intention of resisting, the soldiers didn't push him too hard. "Sooner or later you have to go. Who knows if you'll really go later? Don't ask for a beating, go now."

As if to prove this statement correct, the sounds of women crying and cursing rose from a courtyard not far away. Liu Jisheng looked and saw government soldiers at every doorway, dragging people out. It seemed someone had tried to resist, and the soldiers immediately began beating them.

Liu Jisheng had always believed in understanding the times. How could a little commoner like him have the ability to resist others? Seeing someone being beaten, Liu Jisheng dared not say another word. He smiled and said, "Gentlemen, let me close the door."

There were about two hundred households in Zhuangzhai, and this time there were over five hundred government troops. Sooner or later, the male heads of each household were taken to the village entrance one by one. Those who didn't dare to resist fared better, but those who resisted even slightly were beaten black and blue, some even bound with ropes and dragged to the entrance.

The village's major landlord, Liu Cunyong, nicknamed "Three Clay Vats," stood in the crowd with his hands in his sleeves, looking uneasy and staying silent. Over five hundred soldiers surrounded these two hundred or so people. Some soldiers held rifles, while more held clubs, looking menacingly at the group inside the circle. Surrounded by numbers several times their own, even those who had resisted earlier dared not make a sound.

Just as the commoners were wondering what would happen next, they saw Zhu Binggui, the tax collector who usually collected taxes, wearing a military uniform and walking up onto the earthen platform at the village entrance. Because they had never seen him in these clothes before, the villagers almost didn't recognize him. Zhu Binggui shouted from the platform, "Everyone, please welcome our county's newly appointed Tax Police Battalion Commander, Commander Hu, to give a speech. Everyone applaud." After shouting, Zhu Binggui took the lead in applauding.

The commoners weren't in the habit of applauding, and having been dragged here by force, no one reacted. However, the five hundred soldiers applauded together, creating a lively atmosphere and impressive momentum.

Amidst the applause, a short, fat man walked up onto the earthen platform. His uniform style was similar to the soldiers' gray uniforms, but the color was blue-gray, and there were golden knots on his shoulders and chest, making him look distinctive.

"Fellow villagers, I am Hu Hansan, the commander of our county's Tax Police Battalion. This is my first time meeting everyone, and we'll be dealing with each other a lot in the future." Hu Hansan looked down at the commoners from above and said arrogantly, "I have good news to tell you all. In the past, taxes were collected several times a year. From now on, they will only be collected once."

The villagers hadn't expected this news at all. In recent years, to press for grain, tax collectors like Zhu Binggui would come to the countryside several times a year. If taxes were really only collected once a year, that would indeed be a good thing.

"Now that a republic has been established, according to Governor Zhang's orders, everyone must first elect a village head for the village. Don't worry, this village head will be chosen by you villagers yourselves; the government will absolutely not interfere. Once this village head is elected, according to the orders of Henan Governor Zhang Zhenfang, Lord Zhang, our village will implement a fixed tax. The tax for each village will be a set amount every year—no more, no less. Apart from us Tax Police, no one else is allowed to collect taxes from you. If anyone dares to collect taxes, you can tie them up and bring them to us, and we will punish them. aside from collecting taxes, we Tax Police will absolutely not deduct, take, or demand anything from the villagers. However, if the full amount of tax isn't collected, we won't be so easy to talk to."

The people of Zhuangzhai only half-understood these words. Seeing Zhu Binggui also wearing a uniform, everyone roughly guessed that the Tax Police had taken over tax collection duties. As for people impersonating tax collectors, the villagers didn't care at all. The tax collectors were always the same few people; who didn't know who? As for the republic and electing a village head, those were things the villagers didn't understand at all.

This "Tax Police Battalion Commander" Hu Hansan didn't make things too difficult for the people of Zhuangzhai. He left a few Tax Police men in the village to arrange the election of the village head and pasted some notices at the village entrance. Hu Hansan then withdrew the encirclement and left with his men. The soldiers didn't rob or take anything, a behavior that the villagers found unbelievable.

In the following days, the "Tax Police" left in the village began to tell the villagers about "electing a village head." The villagers naturally didn't understand democratic republicanism, nor were they interested. Hearing that anyone over 18, regardless of gender, could sign up to run for village head was what the villagers found incredible. The village head was equivalent to the *Lizhang* (village elder/chief), a prominent figure in the village. The *Lizhang* was always one of the major households in the village; they had never heard of the villagers choosing one themselves. Moreover, listening to what these "Tax Police" said, anyone, man or woman, could sign up to run, and the villagers would vote—whoever got the most votes would be elected. To the villagers' ears, this was a massive joke. The older people in the village just shook their heads, while some younger and more glib ones even joked, "Then let my woman go out and run for this village head."

The "Tax Police" left in Zhuangzhai were all middle-aged men in their thirties. Hearing this, they replied with a insincere smile, "Sure. As long as you're willing and your woman is willing, she can come out and run."

Hearing these malicious words, the people making snide remarks dared not speak up again.

But the responsibility of the elected village head was great. The tax each village had to pay was the same every year. The village head and the "Tax Police" would meet to determine the tax each household had to pay. If not enough tax was collected, the village head had to make up the difference himself. Hearing this news, the villagers lost interest in electing a village head. No one wanted to pay taxes, let alone force others to pay. The village head was the one doing this tax-paying business, so naturally, no one was willing to do it.

Liu Jisheng never liked causing trouble, and he had absolutely no interest in being village head. But seeing the government making such a big commotion, he felt an indescribable unease in his heart.

A few days later, the Tax Police Battalion that had left returned to Zhuangzhai under the leadership of Commander Hu Hansan. Upon returning, Hu Hansan gathered the Zhuangzhai villagers at the village entrance again, demanding they elect a village head within three days. This was a novelty for Zhuangzhai. Although the villagers didn't have the guts to run for village head, they had to participate in the spectacle no matter what.

During their free time these days, everyone discussed the matter. Since the elected village head would be in charge of tax collection, everyone wanted to find someone from a wealthy family who was kind-hearted to be elected. Everyone felt that the village's major landlord, Liu Cunyong, nicknamed "Three Clay Vats," was relatively kind. Moreover, Liu Cunyong had plenty of land and money. According to the government, if the tax collected in the village wasn't enough, the village head had to make up the difference. With Liu Cunyong's wealth, he could definitely cover the tax.

But the villagers saw that Liu Cunyong wasn't among those who signed up to be village head. In fact, apart from a few village ruffians and scoundrels, the only prominent figure willing to sign up was the former *Lizhang*, Liu Jishan. The people of Zhuangzhai felt something was wrong with this election. The *Lizhang* Liu Jishan was obsessed with officialdom and bent on becoming an official. He wasn't well-liked to begin with, and the ruffians were looked down upon even more. If they became village head, how would life go on?

Since this was the case, the villagers' votes naturally all went to Liu Jishan. The ruffians voted for themselves, but apart from their own votes, Liu Jishan was elected as the new village head with an unprecedentedly high percentage.

It wasn't just Zhuangzhai; by early May (Lunar Calendar), "elections" were held throughout Henan. Not only were village heads elected, but preliminary elections for councilors at various levels were also held. After receiving this news, Henan Governor Zhang Zhenfang breathed a slight sigh of relief. This was the first step of his overall plan. Originally, Zhang Zhenfang hadn't expected such a plan to succeed. But in reality, it was indeed completed. Zhang Zhenfang had to admit that the former People's Party division commander, Zhou Zhentao, truly had extraordinary vision.

After determining he wouldn't voluntarily resign from the post of Henan Governor, Zhang Zhenfang sent men to chase after Zhou Zhentao. Not long after Zhou Zhentao left, and with Zhang Zhenfang sending men to "escort" him, they finally caught up with him in Shan County. Zhang Zhenfang sincerely asked Zhou Zhentao for advice and promised a reward of five thousand taels of silver. Zhou Zhentao finally agreed to Zhang Zhenfang's request.

The idea Zhou Zhentao gave Zhang Zhenfang was to reorganize the original tax system, replacing tax collectors with Tax Police. Establish base-level officials through elections. Once both were completed, combine the new tax system with the elected base-level officials to implement forceful tax collection.

When explaining the key points of the new tax collection method, Zhou Zhentao pointed out, "I don't understand matters of officialdom, but tax collection ultimately comes down to how many people can be sent out to collect taxes. And whether a person responsible for the matter can be found locally when collecting taxes. Although there are far more commoners than Tax Police, the commoners are scattered in various villages. If we surround a village with numbers overwhelming the commoners each time we collect taxes, the commoners won't dare to rebel. Of course, the Tax Police cannot resolve private grudges. If they go into villages and take things randomly like bandits, that's a private grudge, and the commoners naturally won't swallow their anger. If tax collection remains just tax collection, the commoners will have to accept it when facing the government."

When the Tax Police was established, the former local tax collectors were also incorporated into it. What was needed was the true situation of local land holdings that the tax collectors possessed. Added to the land deeds and Fish-scale Registers held in each county, the government could grasp the approximate tax situation. Moreover, the Tax Police was independent of other armed forces, belonging directly to the Henan Governor. With these methods, plus a Tax Police School built in Kaifeng specifically to train Tax Police cadres, Zhang Zhenfang had a Tax Police force of about thirty thousand men by May of 1912 in the lunar calendar. Even if their equipment wasn't as elite as the Beiyang Army, Zhang Zhenfang finally felt like he held the great power of the Henan Governor in his hands.
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In a small parlor beside the rear garden of the Military Governor's Estate in Kaifeng, Zhang Zhenfang and Zhou Zhentao sat facing each other. Perhaps due to his strict upbringing, Zhang Zhenfang himself did not care much for luxury items. His father had always taught him not to "sap his will by trifling with hobbies," so the tea in the cups before them was the mass-produced tea from the Base Area. Tea brewed from these leaves had a strong flavor but didn't last many steepings. It lacked fragrance but was quite bitter, making it very refreshing. Manual laborers could afford it and liked it very much.

"Commander Zhou is such a talent, why not stay here with me?" Zhang Zhenfang urged.

Zhou Zhentao was completely unmoved. "Governor Zhang, I received a letter from home a few days ago. The reward money you gave has already been delivered to my family, and my parents are very grateful. However, my parents urge me to return home immediately. I am also anxious to see my parents, so I will take my leave today."

Zhang Zhenfang knew he couldn't keep Zhou Zhentao, but he couldn't help but continue to persuade him. "Commander Zhou, this matter of tax collection is extremely urgent. Why not stay a few more days?"

Zhou Zhentao naturally understood Zhang Zhenfang's mindset. He said seriously, "Governor Zhang, I have already said what I needed to say. As we part, I will waste a few more words. Collecting taxes is not about seeing how much the common people pay, but about how much the government office can receive. If the Governor's Estate wants to get the taxes into its own hands, it can only rely on the Governor's Estate personally handling the tax collection. Counting on those tax clerks is absolutely not going to work. The tax collection system Governor Zhang has currently built is completely identical to the People's Party's tax collection system. Why is the People's Party always able to collect taxes? Because when they set a tax of thirty percent, the People's Party can truly collect all thirty percent into the People's Party's treasury."

Zhang Zhenfang was not used to Zhou Zhentao's "bluntness." If someone else had dared to speak like this before, Zhang Zhenfang would have at worst scolded them as a "cruel official," or at best given them the cold shoulder. Facing Zhou Zhentao before him, Zhang Zhenfang did not show a hint of dissatisfaction on his face. Even though he had studied the classics since childhood, he had also mixed in officialdom for so long. Zhang Zhenfang knew that he could sit in the position of Military Governor of Henan entirely because he had Yuan Shikai's Beiyang Central Government as a backer, and the People's Party was currently focused on internal strife and temporarily had no time to attend to him. If he couldn't collect taxes and couldn't support the army, Zhang Zhenfang would either be dismissed or easily wiped out by the People's Party.

Having said this much, Zhou Zhentao stood up. "Governor Zhang, I have been away for nine years and have never been able to be filial to my parents, instead causing them to worry about me. It is only thanks to the five thousand taels of silver rewarded by Governor Zhang that I can give my parents some explanation. I thank you again here."

Zhang Zhenfang knew that Zhou Zhentao was formally saying goodbye. He had tried offering official positions and rewards many times, but Zhou Zhentao remained unmoved. Knowing he couldn't keep Zhou Zhentao, Zhang Zhenfang also stood up and replied, "Commander Zhou's advice has benefited me greatly. Since Commander Zhou insists on leaving, I will not detain you. I wish Commander Zhou a safe journey. Men, take Commander Zhou to the train station."

After ordering men to see Zhou Zhentao off, Zhang Zhenfang had intended to study the entire plan again. The complete set of plans, which had taken great effort to organize into a thick volume, felt unreadable in his hands no matter what. This was a very rare thing for Zhang Zhenfang. He had been trained very strictly when studying since childhood. When reciting poetry and prose, he was never allowed to light a lamp, only to burn two incense sticks. This was to make him concentrate and calm his mind, slowly cultivating the habit of diligent study and strong memorization. Being unable to read a book was an extremely rare occurrence for Zhang Zhenfang.

In his current state of mind, Zhang Zhenfang knew he wouldn't be able to read no matter what. He simply stood up and had his personal attendants prepare a car to go inspect the Kaifeng Tax Police School.

The Tax Police School was called a police school, but it was actually a quasi-military academy. Zhang Zhenfang himself loved to run schools. As soon as Zhou Zhentao proposed establishing a Tax Police School with the aim of training qualified tax police cadres, Zhang Zhenfang had expressed his support. Personnel everywhere were a mixed bag; only by relying on trustworthy core personnel could anything be achieved in matters like tax collection.

The Tax Police School was divided into three levels of study classes: primary, intermediate, and advanced. The primary class had a total of twenty-four classes, each recruiting a platoon size of 50 people. Four terms were held a year, each term lasting three months. According to the plan, the tax police force of over thirty thousand men would all have to undergo training at the Tax Police School within two years. Any tax police officer who failed the training would have their tax police qualifications cancelled.

As soon as he entered the school gate, he could immediately feel a stern atmosphere. Those running laps, those drilling in formation, and those training in shouting slogans made the large field extraordinarily lively.

"Oppose indiscriminate taxation!" "National taxation is the foundation of the nation!" "Put an end to extortion!" "Scientific taxation!"

These slogans could be seen everywhere on the walls of the Tax Police School teaching building, the school perimeter walls, and the screen wall of the lecture platform. Not only were there slogans everywhere, but the trainees also had to specifically train in shouting these slogans.

When Zhang Zhenfang and his party passed in front of the tax police square formations that were shouting slogans, they heard the tax police shouting these slogans with solemn expressions, not allowing even a hint of frivolity. Those trainees who felt embarrassed to shout so loudly, or felt the content of the slogans was somewhat "laughable," and showed the slightest resistance on their faces, would be immediately pulled out by the instructors. They were ordered to first shout the slogans well with a serious expression, and then punished by standing, running laps, or doing push-ups. When Zhou Zhentao formulated the Tax Police School system, he resolutely demanded one point: absolutely no beating of trainees, and absolutely no personal insults. Zhang Zhenfang felt this was acceptable. Now seeing these systems, they really did have an effect. Even if punished, even if shouted at by red-faced instructors, the trainees felt more shame and grievance, but not anger.

But who knows what lies in another's heart? Zhang Zhenfang did not truly believe these trainees could understand. The Tax Police School's cultural lessons ran parallel to military training, so he went to a classroom to listen to the cultural education.

The teacher's voice was high-pitched. "We are tax police, responsible for the major matter of national taxation. Students, your families have all encountered tax collection matters and know that tax clerks descend on the countryside like wolves and tigers. In the previous lessons, we all studied the historical tax quotas. Everyone now finally knows how much tax the court and the province actually set, but how much did this tax change when it reached the bottom? We have all calculated it. Do the students know what tricks the tax clerks played in this?"

The trainees were all children of good families from various places. Originally, everyone could only let the tax clerks exploit them in their hometowns. After studying a lot of documents in class, they realized that their families had been cheated miserably. With the instructor speaking like this, the trainees were naturally roused to indignation. "I know!" "When we collect taxes, we definitely won't collect indiscriminately!" "No wonder the Manchu Qing fell! This is harming the common people!"

Zhang Zhenfang was originally a Manchu Qing official after all. Listening to the tax police trainees' disrespectful remarks about the Manchu Qing, he felt a burst of unease in his heart. In fact, solely regarding taxation, the tax rate Zhang Zhenfang had now set was not low at all. The Manchu Qing had a slogan "Never raise taxes," but while the land tax was nominally not raised, there was never a shortage of various exorbitant taxes and levies. Once the *lijin* system arose, this slogan completely died out.

When that "Never raise taxes" slogan was shouted back then, the land tax was set at ten percent. Now, the new tax system, after a calculation led by Zhou Zhentao, was set at fifty percent. When Zhang Zhenfang questioned whether this tax was too heavy, Zhou Zhentao laughed, "We calculated it together last time. According to the tax amount Governor Zhang has set now, it is at most fifty percent when fully calculated. It can't be considered heavy by any means. The tax amount Governor Zhang originally set, after conversion, was only thirty percent. When tax clerks were responsible for collecting taxes, they could collect eighty percent. The key point is that the People's Party completely eliminated intermediate exploitation. No matter how it is distributed after collection, during collection, the People's Party is united from top to bottom. In the past tax collection, most of it fattened the petty officials collecting taxes in the localities. As long as the common people can pay fifty percent instead of eighty percent, the common people will be too busy praising Governor Zhang in the first few years to feel it is too heavy."

It was also after this conversation that Zhang Zhenfang believed Zhou Zhentao's nature was that of a "cruel official"—emphasizing methods, emphasizing practice, disregarding ethics, and never mentioning the words of the sages. Even after leaving the People's Party, Zhou Zhentao still frequently mentioned Chen Ke in his considerations of government affairs. This surprised Zhang Zhenfang considerably. It seemed that in Zhou Zhentao's heart, Chen Ke was still his mentor.

The trainees' enthusiasm was decent, at any rate. Although they were doing the work of petty officials, this enthusiasm was far from comparable to that of petty officials. Having audited the class, Zhang Zhenfang felt much more reassured.

He then went to the principal's office, preparing to discuss this matter with the principal of the Tax Police School, Zhu Danbi. Just as he entered the principal's office, he saw Zhu Danbi scolding the dean. Even seeing Zhang Zhenfang enter, he only paused slightly. Zhang Zhenfang hurriedly said, "I'll go wait in the inner room first, you continue with your business."

The room was not very soundproof. Zhu Danbi's angry voice penetrated the door and came in. "For fair taxation, the rules originally established did not allow pulling strings to enter the tax police force. Now not only has someone pulled strings to get in, but because he thinks of himself as a young master, he dares to talk back to the instructor. His guts are too big! What are you afraid of? You are the dean. What you say in this school must count. If you don't dare, then you leave with him!"

Zhu Danbi was a fellow townsman of Yuan Shikai and Zhang Zhenfang, also from Xiangcheng. He was studious since childhood and was recognized in Xiangcheng as a talent with a promising future. When Yuan Shikai established the Beiyang Military Academy in Tianjin, Zhang Zhenfang bore all the boarding and tuition expenses for students from the districts and counties under Chenzhou (Huaiyang) jurisdiction (Huaiyang, Xihua, Xiangcheng, Shenqiu, Taikang, Fugou, Shangshui) who went to Baoding to study. There were 10 students from Xiangcheng County in each term. After graduation, some joined the army, some entered politics, and most went into teaching, contributing to the revolutionary construction of democratic republicanism. Zhu Danbi was one of them.

After the establishment of the Republic of China, Zhu Danbi was elected by the people of Xiangcheng as a member of the Henan Provincial Provisional Assembly. In 1912 (the second year of the Republic), Zhu Danbi published many articles attacking the evils of the times. At that time, Zhang Zhenfang served as the Military Governor of Henan. Zhu Danbi mobilized the masses to post slogans and hold demonstrations, opposing Zhang Zhenfang's governorship of Henan. For this, Zhang Zhenfang was very annoyed with Zhu Danbi. At a meeting of assembly members, Zhang Zhenfang publicly stated that Zhu Danbi was only a *xiucai* with a low degree and had no qualifications to be an assembly member. Zhu Danbi said, "My position as an assembly member was elected by the people of Xiangcheng in accordance with the law. You have made not an inch of contribution to the Republic, what qualifications do you have to govern Henan?" This further enraged Zhang Zhenfang, who threatened to dismiss Zhu Danbi as an assembly member. Zhu Danbi showed no weakness and said that Zhang Zhenfang had no right to dismiss him. The two sides had reached a point of tit-for-tat confrontation.

Actually, Zhang Zhenfang didn't truly hate Zhu Danbi; he just felt that Zhu Danbi had really "forgotten his roots." According to traditional rules, as Zhu Danbi's teacher and financial sponsor, Zhu Danbi should have at least become a disciple of Zhang Zhenfang. How could he openly oppose Zhang Zhenfang after becoming an assembly member?

However, Zhou Zhentao greatly appreciated Zhu Danbi. He habitually quoted Chen Ke's words, "Chairman Chen said that even a venomous snake can guard treasure. Since this Zhu Danbi is young and aggressive, and considers himself to be hateful of evil, then we might as well let him manage this tax police matter. Doing tax work, it is impossible not to offend people. At this time, someone has to stand up!"

With a kind of malicious pleasure, Zhou Zhentao had Zhu Danbi take up the post of principal of the Tax Police School. But actual work proved that Zhang Zhenfang had failed to see through Zhu Danbi, while Zhou Zhentao undoubtedly had, and had placed Zhu Danbi in a suitable position. Since taking office, Zhu Danbi had been dedicated and conscientious. In actual work, since he was doing practical work and realized the hardship of getting things done, he never publicly raised those criticisms of Zhang Zhenfang again.

Zhou Zhentao's evaluation of this was: "Although the People's Party is a revolutionary party, what is discussed within the party is entirely the word 'benefit.' Chairman Chen Ke said a sentence: a bureaucratic system is only loyal to the object that gives them power. The current tax money naturally has to have a portion distributed to the tax police force, but the money the tax police get is given by Governor Zhang. Grasping this point, Governor Zhang can govern Henan well."

Hearing this at the time, Zhang Zhenfang couldn't help but smile bitterly. As the dignified Military Governor of Henan for the Beiyang government, to govern Henan he had to borrow the People's Party's methods. This was truly inexplicably absurd. To shake off this pressure, Zhang Zhenfang tried internally to link the People's Party's practices with Yuan Shikai's Beiyang practices.

The secret to Yuan Shikai's troop training was "a gun in one hand, money in the other." On pay day, when every soldier received their pay, the officer distributing the silver would shout, "Everyone is eating Yuan Gongbao's food and taking Yuan Gongbao's money." Military discipline was emphasized repeatedly on ordinary days. If officers or soldiers transgressed even slightly, they were immediately dealt with by martial law. According to Zhou Zhentao's introduction, the People's Party was even more ruthless than Yuan Shikai's Beiyang Army. The Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army specifically set up political commissars to engage in ideological work. Any matter, large or small, had to be discussed with the soldiers in meetings. They absolutely had to obtain the soldiers' agreement and persuade the soldiers to understand these things.

In Zhang Zhenfang's view, Zhu Danbi's approach undoubtedly conformed to the models of the two strongest military organizations in China at the moment. Whether it was the Beiyang Army or the People's Party, their approaches seemed different, but the underlying methods were of the same lineage. Both came down to the word "discipline." In terms of the Tax Police School's internal discipline, the tax police were the Henan Governor's direct armed force, so they naturally only obeyed the Henan Governor. Big families everywhere tried every means to send their children into the tax police force, wanting to be the first to get inside information. Zhu Danbi was ruthless against this kind of person. While he certainly offended the local powerful gentry greatly, this was entirely loyal to Zhang Zhenfang. Even if Zhu Danbi might not think so in his heart, in reality, it was completely maximizing Zhang Zhenfang's own interests.

Thinking of this, Zhang Zhenfang felt somewhat lost. When getting along with Zhou Zhentao, this old rebel from the People's Party, he had actually been cautious. Now that Zhou Zhentao had really left, he felt empty in his heart again. This contradictory state of mind was rare for Zhang Zhenfang. In his life, apart from heroes like Yuan Shikai, he had never associated with someone like Zhou Zhentao who possessed the ability to solve practical problems. The understanding built up over months of working together had unknowingly turned into a kind of trust.

Letting out a long sigh, Zhang Zhenfang felt a burst of unease again. A figure like Zhou Zhentao could be considered an outstandingly capable general if placed in the Manchu Qing or the Beiyang. But according to Zhou Zhentao, in the People's Party, there were at least four or five hundred figures like him. There were also over a hundred people whose level and ability were above Zhou Zhentao's. These extremely rare talents were all gathered under the hands of People's Party Chairman Chen Ke, whom even Yuan Shikai had to bow down to. This couldn't help but make Zhang Zhenfang feel intense unease.

Just as he was pondering, the door opened and Zhu Danbi pushed it open and came in. "Governor Zhang, I was negligent just now."

Hearing these polite words, Zhang Zhenfang stood up and replied with a smile, "Principal Zhu is busy with official duties. My sudden visit is the intrusion."

The two exchanged a few polite words, and Zhu Danbi asked, "The summer harvest is about to end. Presumably, the tax police force should formally begin collecting taxes."
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"Principal Zhu, we must collect the full amount of tax this time. When collecting, you might as well explain clearly to the common folk that the state of national affairs is difficult, which is why we are collecting fifty percent tax. Just for two years. After two years, the tax will be lowered," Zhang Zhenfang said solemnly to Zhu Danbi.

Zhu Danbi nodded repeatedly upon hearing this. As an ambitious young man, Zhu Danbi hoped to strengthen the country and military through his own efforts after being elected as a parliamentarian, changing the status quo of China. Although he didn't like the land reform policy implemented by the People's Party at all, the strength of the People's Party was something Zhu Danbi yearned for. He had discussed taxation with Zhou Zhentao, and Zhou Zhentao's suggestion was to change the past situation of only collecting money and imitate the People's Party's tax plan of purely collecting grain tax.

The People's Party indeed needed grain. Since they issued their own banknotes, the People's Party's currency issuance at this stage was similar to grain coupons. The immovable grain prices, and the policy that residents must rely on grain booklets and household registration booklets to purchase a stipulated amount of grain, all ensured that the People's Party's paper currency was quite strong. Zhu Danbi also wanted to learn from the People's Party in terms of taxation. After collecting grain, a portion would be sold to pay for various monthly monetary expenses, while the remaining grain could be used when the common people needed it. Whether for famine relief or to pay for students' rations when running schools. At least after listening to Zhou Zhentao's introduction, Zhu Danbi formed his own ideas. This was how the People's Party did it, so now the People's Party had enough grain to maintain the stability of their base areas, and their currency issuance was also quite smooth. Various industries were also starting to be built, and one could see things improving day by day.

Now hearing Zhang Zhenfang propose the view that taxes would be reduced in the future, Zhu Danbi was even happier. He stood up and said excitedly, "Governor Zhang, I will definitely do my utmost."

After Zhang Zhenfang left the Tax Police School, he still felt uneasy in his heart, but it was no longer that feeling of hanging in mid-air. Zhang Zhenfang naturally knew Zhu Danbi's ideas on taxation; Zhu Danbi had actively mentioned them many times. Both Zhang Zhenfang and Zhou Zhentao had only supported and encouraged him. In reality, the two men's views were vastly different. The reason Zhou Zhentao's suggestion could be accepted by Zhang Zhenfang was definitely not because Zhang Zhenfang was easy to fool, but because Zhou Zhentao's suggestion indeed had reasonable points. Zhou Zhentao suggested that Zhang Zhenfang use the railway to transport the grain tax collected in Henan to other places to sell. The People's Party was building railways on a large scale, especially after seizing Qingdao and controlling the German railway factories, their technical level had increased greatly. Coupled with many railway experts invited from the United States, Britain, and France, the speed of railway construction was much faster. The People's Party had already begun to build a railway from Xuzhou to Kaifeng. Once this railway was completed, Henan's goods could go straight to Lianyungang via the railway. Large amounts of grain could be exported overseas, such as to Japan and Southeast Asia.

Collecting tax in silver and money forced the common people to be exploited by local landlords. Hoarding a lot of grain in Henan could certainly stabilize local grain prices in Henan, but it also limited the rise of grain prices. If it could be exported overseas, however much was exchanged would be money. Moreover, through fixed-quota trade agreements, the customs could directly transfer the money to Yuan Shikai's central government, which would also allow for a smooth completion of duty. At the same time, the external shipment of large amounts of grain could effectively boost grain prices. When grain prices were high, Zhang Zhenfang could dump a batch of grain to immediately give people the feeling of stabilizing prices, while also effectively making money.

Zhang Zhenfang thought it over and over, and only then agreed to the plan of collecting tax only in grain. Zhang Zhenfang was even more shocked by Zhou Zhentao's overall view. When a person's vision was not limited to just one province of Henan, nor just to China, but could take a larger scope into view, problems that previously seemed unsolvable would have many solutions. For this reason, Zhang Zhenfang specifically sent people to investigate and found that Japan's business of buying low-priced grain was indeed doing well. Not only grain, but Japan was purchasing a lot of commodities. Including cotton and raw silk, Japan was buying them all. It was just that the People's Party wouldn't sell, and the areas under Beiyang rule didn't produce raw silk. As for cotton, Henan did produce it, but there was no railway to transport it to the seaside.

As if to prove Zhou Zhentao's foresight, in the fourth lunar month, Chen Ke sent someone to Henan to inquire about building a railway to Kaifeng. Zhang Zhenfang immediately expressed his agreement. Regarding the costs, Zhang Zhenfang requested that the People's Party give him cheap freight rates for two years, and the People's Party agreed to this point as well. So for the tax collection, everything was ready and only the east wind was lacking. If the grain could be collected during this summer harvest, Zhang Zhenfang could put into practice his real power as the Governor of Henan. After preparing for a few more days, the Henan Tax Police Force finally moved out.

***

The wheat in Zhuangzhai had already been harvested. Due to the use of the People's Party's "One-Crop Wheat" seeds, this year's harvest was very good. For the first two years, everyone could only look at the tall and strong wheat seedlings of the villagers in the neighboring village, cursing in their hearts and cursing with their mouths. This year, except for a few very timid families, everyone had planted this wheat seed. Although the ridges were not as regular as the villages under the People's Party, the harvest was fully over two hundred *jin*. Some good land could yield over three hundred *jin*. Usually, a good harvest on good land was only a little over two hundred *jin*, and for ordinary land, harvesting 150 *jin* was considered very good. The joy of the Zhuangzhai common folk came entirely from the bottom of their hearts. Looking at those few patches of ordinary wheat fields surrounded by the bumper harvest wheat fields, the common folk would also crack jokes with the few families who looked worried.

Just after harvesting the wheat, the common folk excitedly went to their relatives in the neighboring village who had defected to the People's Party to beg for wheat seeds. It was just that the wheat seeds on the People's Party side were also being harvested at this time, and it would take another month or so to arrive. Those claiming kinship and asking for wheat seeds made the relatives who usually didn't visit much become popular people instantly.

Liu Jisheng didn't do this. He was most afraid of troubling people; if you troubled people, you owed them a favor. Repaying money was hard, but repaying a favor was even harder. He specifically inquired about the situation in the People's Party village. The wheat seeds were transported from outside. They were distributed centrally. The people in the neighboring village actually played a little trick; they bought an extra portion of wheat seeds. Besides using it themselves, they sold the rest at a high price to the common folk of Zhuangzhai. Rather than owing a favor and having to pay more money like this, Liu Jisheng felt it was better to directly find the people from the "Agricultural Service Company" of the People's Party who were responsible for planting wheat. As the saying goes, burn incense at the right temple, ask for help from the right person. Even if the extra money paid was given directly to the rightful owners at the People's Party Agricultural Service Company as a "tea fee", it was better than giving money to others and owing a favor on top of it.

Hearing that people from the People's Party Agricultural Service Company were coming these few days, Liu Jisheng went there early every morning to wait. However, he didn't dare to do this openly, so he found a temporary job transporting manure in the peasant association established in each village, just so he could watch more people entering and leaving the village as he came and went.

Ever since they followed the People's Party, the neighboring village gave Liu Jisheng a very different feeling. The biggest change was naturally the seeds planted in the fields, followed by the fact that there were many more ways to make a living in the village. The neighboring village merged with two other villages, and the merged new village could only be called a town. After distributing the landlords' land, in addition to three *mu* of land per person, a large amount of land went to the People's Party. However, the common folk in this village called this land "state-owned land", meaning it was owned by the state. The state-owned land wasn't good land. Under the guidance of the personnel from the Agricultural Technology Service Company, the common folk planted paulownia trees, raised earthworms, and set up breeding farms on it. During the slack farming season, the common folk under the People's Party's rule all went to work in these various trades set up on these grounds. And the new town opened a kindergarten. Those little dolls were all sent to the kindergarten, and the half-grown children, regardless of gender, were all sent to the newly opened school to study. It was said that the school even provided a lunch. Going to school didn't cost money, and one could even eat a meal. Thinking of this, Liu Jisheng felt inexplicably jealous.

What made Liu Jisheng most jealous was that the People's Party actually engaged in some "concentrated living" and started to build houses in a rush. The original adobe houses were all bulldozed, and the new houses were all two-story buildings made of red brick. They looked much more magnificent than the houses the landlords used to live in, and were even fitted with transparent glass windows. Usually, during the slack season, the common folk of the new town and Zhuangzhai were not busy, but after the new town submitted to the People's Party, they were busy all year round. Besides building houses, there were many new jobs to do. Not only men worked, but women worked too.

These newly started businesses were currently mainly animal husbandry and tree planting. The paulownia saplings were also transported from outside. When they first arrived, they were all bare, slender poles. Many people in Zhuangzhai suspected this was simply a scam. Unexpectedly, after two years, the saplings not only all survived but also grew extremely fast. Compared with the low jujube thickets in Zhuangzhai, it made the people of Zhuangzhai envious to death. Since there was such a big business, there were naturally many employment positions. The people in the neighboring town couldn't handle it all themselves. Liu Jisheng was never annoying, so when he applied for a casual job, they gave him work. Relying on this opportunity, Liu Jisheng learned more and more about the People's Party.

Just after transporting a load of chicken manure, he saw a team carrying red flags coming to the entrance of the town. The team was full of young people, escorting dozens of carts with new-style rubber tires. They were piled high with gunnysacks. Judging by their dress, they were officials. When the common folk in the town saw these people, they greeted them happily whether they knew them or not. Liu Jisheng didn't rush to go up to them. He finished his morning work, went to the tap water pipe in the new town to wash his hands, and then went to the office of the Agricultural Service Company.

Those young people could only be called youths; many looked like they were not even twenty years old, with faces full of childishness. Liu Jisheng wanted to call them "old brother" (*laodi*), but it didn't seem right no matter how he looked at it, so he changed the address, "Little brother, are you here to sell seeds?"

"Hello, Uncle," the youth replied politely. "We are here to be responsible for seed sales."

Facing the kind and polite youth, Liu Jisheng quickly replied, "Little brother, hello. I am from the neighboring Zhuangzhai. I want to ask if I can buy seeds from you. Can you make the decision?"

The youth laughed, "Uncle, we can't make the decision on this matter. You have to find Captain Liu of our company."

"Can I trouble you to lead the way, little brother?" Liu Jisheng quickly said.

"Sure," the youth smiled.

Following the youth into another room, the youth simply introduced Liu Jisheng's situation to a young man in his early twenties. Liu Jisheng felt that this youth was really not an ordinary person. If it were a youth from Zhuangzhai, let alone not knowing how to handle these matters, they probably couldn't even speak clearly. However, he was worried about whether this youth was a bit too daring to take on matters. If it were Liu Jisheng, he would refuse the matter first no matter what, and only make a decision after figuring out the ins and outs.

After listening, Captain Liu smiled at the youth, "I know. You go get busy first."

"Okay," the youth responded steadily and strode out the door. Seeing that the youth wasn't scolded for bringing him to see Captain Liu, Liu Jisheng felt much more at ease.

Captain Liu first asked Liu Jisheng to sit down and poured him a bowl of water before asking about Liu Jisheng's situation. Liu Jisheng also answered truthfully that he was not a person under the People's Party's rule, but he wanted to buy the People's Party's wheat seeds. He wanted to ask if the People's Party would sell them, and if so, exactly how much they cost.

Captain Liu replied, "Of course you can buy them. As for the price, it's fifty *wen* for one thousand seeds."

Liu Jisheng was startled in his heart. This price was at least 10 *wen* cheaper than the wheat seeds "relatives" sold to Zhuangzhai. Some "relatives" even dared to ask for 70 *wen* per thousand seeds. Because he was uneasy, Liu Jisheng asked further, "Is it the same as the wheat planted now?"

Captain Liu smiled, "It's all the same. We only sell this one kind of wheat now."

One thousand wheat seeds were about a *liang* or so. Liu Jisheng had fifteen *mu* of land at home. One *mu* of land required 20 *jin* of seeds, so 15 *mu* was 300 *jin*. Adding 5 *wen* per *jin*... wait, one thousand seeds is a small amount. *[Note: 1 jin = 500g. 1000 seeds approx 30-50g. The price logic in original text seems to be per 1000 seeds, but then he calculates per jin. Let's stick to translation.]*

*Correction in translation logic based on text:* *Text says: "Captain Liu replied: 'You want to buy naturally is okay, price is one thousand grains fifty wen.'"* *Then Liu Jisheng is surprised it is cheaper than relatives who sell for 70 wen.* *Wait, there is a repeated paragraph in the raw text with different numbers!* *First paragraph: "one thousand grains fifty wen." ... "cheaper than relatives... least 10 wen." ... "relatives even dared to ask 70 wen."* *Second paragraph (Duplicate/Correction?): "one thousand grains five wen." ... "cheaper than relatives... least 5 wen." ... "relatives even dared to ask 10 wen."* *I need to decide which one is correct. 50 wen for 1000 grains seems expensive? 1000 grains of wheat is about 35-50 grams. 20 jin per mu. 20 jin = 10kg = 10000g. That's approx 200-300 thousand grains. If 50 wen/1000, that's 10,000-15,000 wen per mu. That's a lot. If 5 wen/1000, that's 1,000-1,500 wen per mu.* *Later text says: "One jin add 5 wen, this is 1500 wen."* *If he buys 300 jin. 300 * 5 = 1500.* *This calculation matches the "5 wen" difference. So the SECOND paragraph with "5 wen" is likely the correct one or the intended one, and the "50 wen" was a typo in the source or an early draft left in.* *Also, "One thousand grains wheat roughly is one liang more." (1 liang = 50g). This matches physics.* *So 5 wen per liang. 16 liang = 1 jin. So 80 wen per jin.* *If the difference is 5 wen per 1000 grains (approx 1 liang). Then difference per jin is 16 * 5 = 80 wen.* *But the text says "One jin add 5 wen". This math is confusing in the source.* *Let's look at the source again:* *"One thousand grains is about one liang... One jin add 5 wen, this is 1500 wen."* *If he buys 300 jin. 300 * 5 = 1500. This part is consistent: Total rip-off amount = 300 jin * 5 wen/jin = 1500 wen.* *So the "difference" the relatives charged was 5 wen per JIN?* *But the price quote was "one thousand grains 5 wen".* *If the price quote was per 1000 grains (approx 1 liang), then per jin (16 liang) it is 16 * 5 = 80 wen.* *If the relatives sold at 10 wen per 1000 grains. Then per jin is 160 wen.* *Difference per jin is 80 wen.* *300 jin * 80 wen = 24,000 wen.* *But the text says "One jin add 5 wen, this is 1500 wen."* *This implies the difference is 5 wen PER JIN. Not per 1000 grains.* *So maybe the quote was "One JIN 5 wen"? No, text clearly says "Yi qian li" (one thousand grains).* *Maybe "Yi qian li" is a typo for "Yi jin"? "Price is one jin five wen"?* *Wheat price usually is cheap. 5 wen per jin seems very cheap (a bun might be 1-2 wen). 50 wen per jin seems expensive.* *Let's stick to the text but handle the contradiction gracefully or pick the most logical interpretation.* *The raw text has two versions of the dialogue. I will use the second one (5 wen) as it matches the "cheaper by 5 wen" logic later, although the "per 1000 grains" vs "per jin" math is still weird. I will translate literally what is there in the second version.* *Actually, looking closely: "One thousand grains wheat roughly is one liang more... One jin add 5 wen..."* *If the text meant "One jin is 5 wen", then 300 jin is 1500 wen total cost. The rip-off was "One jin add 5 wen".* *I will translate the dialogue as "one thousand seeds for five wen" (using the second version) and keep the internal logic of the protagonist.*

*Wait, I see the duplicate text block in the raw file. It repeats the dialogue with different numbers. I should use the second block which seems to be the correction (lower numbers).*

*Actually, let's look at the math in the text: "One jin add 5 wen, this is 1500 wen." This clearly ties to the 300 jin total. 300 * 5 = 1500.* *So the rip-off (difference) is 5 wen per unit. The unit must be Jin for this math to work.* *But the dialogue says "1000 grains".* *Hypothesis: The author wrote "1000 grains" but meant "1 Jin" or the character calculates the difference per Jin based on the 1000 grain price? No, 1000 grains = 1 liang. 16 liang = 1 jin.* *If difference is 5 wen per 1000 grains. Then difference per jin is 80 wen. 300 * 80 = 24000.* *If the text says "One jin add 5 wen", the author likely confused units or I am missing something.* *However, as a translator, I should probably stick to the text or smooth it if it's an obvious error. Given the repetition and numbers, it's a mess in the raw.* *I will follow the second block: "1000 grains for 5 wen". And I will translate the internal thought "One jin add 5 wen" as is, even if the math is wonky.*

*Actually, looking at the first block: "1000 grains 50 wen". "Cheaper by 10 wen". "Relatives ask 70 wen". (50 vs 70 is 20 diff).* *Second block: "1000 grains 5 wen". "Cheaper by 5 wen". "Relatives ask 10 wen". (5 vs 10 is 5 diff).* *The second block has consistent internal logic for the difference (10-5=5). The first block (70-50=20) says "cheaper by at least 10 wen", which is also consistent (20 > 10).* *But the "One jin add 5 wen" later fits the "5 wen difference" of the second block. So I will use the second block.*

Captain Liu replied, "Of course you can buy them. As for the price, it's five *wen* for one thousand seeds."

Liu Jisheng was startled in his heart. This price was at least 5 *wen* cheaper than the wheat seeds "relatives" sold to Zhuangzhai. Some "relatives" even dared to ask for 10 *wen* per thousand seeds. Because he was uneasy, Liu Jisheng asked further, "Is it the same as the wheat planted now?"

Captain Liu smiled, "It's all the same. We only sell this one kind of wheat now."

One thousand wheat seeds were about a *liang* or so. Liu Jisheng had fifteen *mu* of land at home. One *mu* of land required 20 *jin* of seeds, so 15 *mu* was 300 *jin*. Adding 5 *wen* per *jin*, this was 1500 *wen*. This calculation showed he had been pitted for quite a lot by the "relatives". Suppressing his unhappiness, Liu Jisheng smiled, "Can I buy it now?"

"Yes," Captain Liu replied.

It was impossible to carry 300 *jin* back on his shoulder. Liu Jisheng borrowed a wheelbarrow and transported the wheat seeds back. His face was as black as the bottom of a pot all the way. Because he was afraid of attracting attention, he specifically waited until dark to go home. But the night after he returned, several relatives came to Liu Jisheng's house. Glaring fiercely at his wife, who had a look of pride on her face, Liu Jisheng began to talk with these relatives. Everyone heard that Liu Jisheng bought wheat seeds at a low price and wanted Liu Jisheng to help them bring some too. Liu Jisheng said with a sincere smile, "Brothers, I can take you to find the People's Party people selling seeds, but I can't bring them for everyone. If I can't bring them back, what kind of matter would that be? I would be scolded to death by everyone."

Several relatives showed worried looks on their faces, "Jisheng, we don't know those People's Party people either. If we say the wrong thing and they don't sell to us, what should we do? You know the way, it's better if you take the trouble. Not to mention anything else, each of our families will treat you to a drink. What do you think?"

Liu Jisheng laughed right then, "Brothers, if I can't bring it back, how can I account to you? I have already bought my family's wheat seeds. The wheat seeds for your families add up to over a thousand *jin*. If I go to buy again, people will think I am buying wheat seeds to resell. I can't explain that clearly. Brothers, you must go with me."

After much persuasion, Liu Jisheng convinced his relatives to go with him to buy seeds. After sending away one group, another group came. It wasn't until late at night that Liu Jisheng finally sent away all the relatives. Lying down exhausted, his wife said beside him, "Jisheng, everyone thinks you are very capable."

Liu Jisheng didn't want to bring up this subject originally, but hearing his wife say this, he got up and slapped his wife on the body, "You have so much trouble. You only think about if the matter succeeds, what if the matter fails?"

After slapping his wife, Liu Jisheng's anger dissipated. Ignoring what his wife continued to say, he fell asleep in a daze.

The next day, just as Liu Jisheng expected, out of the seventeen or eighteen people who said yesterday they would go together to buy seeds, only nine came. Without waiting much, Liu Jisheng led everyone pushing small carts to the new town. Captain Liu received them. Hearing that they were buying seeds, Captain Liu didn't say much. He asked the amount everyone wanted to buy and sold it directly to these relatives. Originally, this group of people were scared to death, but once they went out the door, some began to boast that they knew there would be no problem long ago.

Ignoring these people, Liu Jisheng just buried his head in pushing the cart. Sure enough, as he expected, no one mentioned the matter of treating him to wine. Instead, someone immediately took a scale to weigh the seeds. Liu Jisheng waited with a dark face for them to finish weighing, and then went back to his own home without saying a word. He didn't think others were at fault; not treating him to a meal and distrust were all human nature in Liu Jisheng's view. Since they bought the seeds, Liu Jisheng was useless, so who would still take him seriously? Liu Jisheng was actually saved the trouble of drinking. The thing he was worried about was that this matter would definitely not end here.

Sure enough, more people ran to find Liu Jisheng at night, even those who didn't dare to come during the day appeared. They said sheepishly, "You guys left too early. When we arrived, you had already left."

Liu Jisheng could only take them one more time. This time, when Captain Liu asked the youths below to distribute the seeds, he pulled Liu Jisheng aside, "Uncle Liu, it's not a thing for you to run back and forth. How about I personally go to your village tomorrow?"

"Captain Liu, you have saved my life. It would be great if you could go," Liu Jisheng felt relieved of a heavy burden.

Captain Liu was indeed a man of his word. Early the next morning, he took the youths under his command and drove six large carts to Zhuangzhai. What made Liu Jisheng feel embarrassed was that when he ran to the new town to buy seeds, the common folk acted as if they had taken a big advantage. Now that the main seller of seeds came to the door, the fellow villagers were afraid instead.

There were many people watching from afar. The fellow villagers discovered that there were a few girls in this team. Men and women pointed at this People's Party team, but there were not many who actually came up to buy. Captain Liu didn't care about this at all. He and those youths set up a grass-green awning together. Those slender iron rods folded cleverly; just pulling them open created an awning. This fresh gadget opened the eyes of the Zhuangzhai common folk.

Not long after, the real big buyer appeared. The leading household of Zhuangzhai, "Three Earthen Vats" Liu Cunyong, who had over three hundred *mu* of land, bought seven thousand *jin* of seeds in one breath. Slowly, the seeds on the three large carts were all bought, making the Zhuangzhai common folk feel awe.

At noon, Captain Liu of the People's Party carried a delicate stove to boil water. After the water boiled, they put some hard stuff into the enamel mugs that had appeared in the new town in the past two years, then poured in hot water and covered them with lids. Not long after, they removed the lids, put in some condiments, and amidst the astonished gazes of some Zhuangzhai common folk who were holding bowls and eating while watching the excitement, these People's Party people actually picked noodles out of the mugs and ate them. This made the Zhuangzhai common folk extremely curious. Everyone said to each other in astonishment that what was put into the enamel mug just now was definitely hard stuff. Some who liked to show off were already arguing solemnly. And some timid people had already started to beat drums in their hearts. A few years ago, stealing and planting "One-Crop Wheat" resulted in a curse. This memory did not fade with the passage of time. Now seeing these men and women of the People's Party turning hard stuff into soft noodles with hot water like magic, they felt that this was probably also a new magic of the People's Party.

By evening, five of the six carts of wheat seeds had been sold. Captain Liu said loudly to the onlookers, "Fellow villagers, we will come again tomorrow." They packed up the folding tents and led the team away.

Although the neighboring new town had submitted to the People's Party, the people in the town were all known to everyone, so it didn't feel too special. On this day, the Zhuangzhai common folk saw real "People's Party people" for the first time. Like watching a western peep show, the neat uniforms, those young men and women who were dressed cleanly and simply, worked intently without panting or making a sound, and were steady, as well as the folding tents and the noodles that could be eaten just by soaking. All of this allowed everyone to see too many things they had never seen before.

Many people felt surprised or even fearful, but many also looked forward to these People's Party people coming again the next day.

Early the next day, Captain Liu indeed came with those youths from yesterday. The six large carts were still piled high with gunnysacks containing wheat seeds. This time, more common folk finally decided to buy directly.

However, before noon, a large group of troops suddenly arrived outside the village. They drove directly into Zhuangzhai. It was the people from the Tax Police Battalion who hadn't been seen for a long time. The leader was still that Hu Hansan who called himself the Tax Police Battalion Commander. He reined in his horse and stopped in front of the People's Party's carts. By this time, the common folk had long since scattered like birds and beasts. Hu Hansan looked down at Captain Liu from his horse and said in a malicious voice, "What do you do?"

"I'm here to do a little business," Captain Liu laughed, and he asked back, "May I ask what you do?"

Hu Hansan actually knew that the person in front of him was from the People's Party, and he also knew what these people were here for. So he appeared specifically at this time. Unexpectedly, this young man in his twenties in front of him was not only not scared by the hundreds of people in the Tax Police Battalion but was able to answer so easily. In such a situation where the few were against the many, this young man who brought a group of young men and women was still so calm. Hu Hansan suddenly became angry; he raised his horsewhip and lashed out at Captain Liu.

Captain Liu took a step back and easily dodged the horsewhip. Then Captain Liu took another step forward and grabbed Hu Hansan's reins. Hu Hansan didn't expect this young man to be so agile, and he was startled. He then heard Captain Liu say in a low voice, "I know your name is Hu Hansan, you are the Battalion Commander of the Tax Police Battalion here, and you are from Shangqiu. If our People's Party Chairman Chen Ke asks Henan Governor Zhang Zhenfang for your head, saying that if he doesn't give it, we will fight our way over, do you think Zhang Zhenfang will give it?"

The content of these words was quite unreasonable, but Captain Liu always had a smile on his face, and with his low voice, even the people next to Hu Hansan didn't hear it. Hu Hansan's face was full of anger, but he forced himself not to dare to flare up.

He saw Captain Liu let go of the reins, retreat a few steps, turn around and shout to his subordinates, "We are leaving today."

The youths nimbly gathered their things, loaded the carts, and left the place.

From beginning to end, Hu Hansan didn't say a single word. It wasn't until the People's Party's convoy left that he hatefully ordered people to follow behind, as if he had driven away the People's Party people.
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"When the fierce officials come to my village, they shout east and west, rush north and south; scaring everyone, so that even the chickens and dogs are not at peace." Liu Zongyuan's "The Snake Catcher" describes the scene of tax collectors vividly.

In the past, tax collection in Zhuangzhai was done by tax collectors. Although it was harassing, at least there were more common people than tax collectors. This time, the number of tax collectors sent by the Henan Governor was huge, far exceeding the number of villagers. Five hundred people went door-to-door to collect taxes in an instant.

Naturally, Hu Hansan would not go to those small households to collect taxes. He took a dozen people and went straight to the home of Liu Cunyong, the largest landlord in the village. Of course, Liu Cunyong dared not refuse Hu Hansan entry. He welcomed Hu Hansan in very politely. Hu Hansan didn't talk nonsense. He sat down in the guest seat and said, "Master Liu, I've heard that you are a straightforward person. Let's not talk about irrelevant things. I am ordered by Governor Zhang of Henan to be responsible for the tax collection in Lankao. The tax system has changed, I suppose the village head has already told you."

Liu Cunyong certainly knew that the tax system had changed. He not only got the news from the village head but also through his channels in the county. In the future, taxes would not be collected in silver, but in grain. This was neither good nor bad for Liu Cunyong. If he had to say, it was difficult for small households in the countryside to sell grain. Every harvest time, grain prices would plummet, and gathering the tax money often meant being exploited by grain merchants. Collecting only grain saved the common people from the exploitation of grain merchants, which was actually much better.

Smiling, Liu Cunyong said, "Battalion Commander Hu, I see the tax set by the government is calculated based on a yield of 180 jin of wheat per mu. Taking fifty percent at once, isn't that too much?"

"Tch," Hu Hansan sneered, "The government's rules are rules. In the past, taxes were collected twice a year, plus various exorbitant taxes and levies with numerous items, and they only collected money. They only took grain when there was really no money left. After rounds of this, fifty percent wouldn't even cover it. After changing the rules, we collect only once a year. You are at peace, and we are at peace. Fifty percent is not much at all."

The Qing Dynasty's taxation followed "light taxes", meaning the basic tax was set very low. As for other levies, local gentry and common people had to "understand the country's difficulties". The new taxation method proposed by Henan Governor Zhang Zhenfang was to collect enough grain in kind at once and ignore everything else at other times. This concept was quite advanced.

Liu Cunyong was not a three-year-old child. He could understand that this concept was better than before. But what he had heard and seen proved a truth: the government changed its face like flipping a book. They say this today, and they can change to another saying tomorrow. Collecting fifty percent grain tax was already heartbreaking. After collecting the grain tax, who could guarantee the government wouldn't "suddenly remember some tax burdens were not thought of before" or "the government encountered some trouble"? Small households, even if squeezed dry, wouldn't yield much. When such major events happened, it was always the local big households like Liu Cunyong who suffered.

"Battalion Commander Hu, can the grain tax be reduced a bit? Fifty percent is really too much." Regardless of whether it was useful or not, Liu Cunyong had to try saying such things.

Hu Hansan had been trained in the Tax Police School, and one of the training contents was practical dialogue simulation. This kind of dialogue was one of the basic courses in the Tax Police School. How to respond had been practiced many times in the school. He sneered, "Master Liu, I came here to tell you that the government has set this rule. I am not here to discuss with you whether this rule is right or not. Governor Zhang of Henan set this tax based on the land in various places. I eat Governor Zhang's food, so I have to work for Governor Zhang. We can talk a thousand or ten thousand words here, talk for days and nights, but the tax must be collected as it should be. You are also a decent person. If you are sent to the county jail because of not paying taxes, you can't be unaware of how dark it is inside. When you pay the tax later, and still get messed up by the people inside, why bother?"

Seeing Hu Hansan's firm attitude, and having had no dealings with Hu Hansan in the past, Liu Cunyong dared not be presumptuous. He gritted his teeth and said, "I wonder how much tax my family has to pay?"

"Your family has 380 mu of land, you have to pay 34,200 jin of grain." Hu Hansan answered casually.

Liu Cunyong was startled. The actual amount of his family's land was exactly around this number. In previous years when reporting land, he could always report 50 mu less. Unexpectedly, such a trick was actually exposed.

"Battalion Commander Hu, my family only has 330 mu of land. Where did these extra 50 mu come from?" Liu Cunyong quickly explained.

"Sigh!" Hu Hansan sighed according to the skills taught during the tax police training, "Master Liu, in the past, taxes were collected by Zhu Binggui and his men. Everyone knows the tricks played in between very well. Originally, Zhu Binggui should be beheaded according to the law, but Governor Zhang has the virtue of valuing life and spared his life. Do you think Zhu Binggui would dare not tell the truth? If you insist that your family doesn't have so much land, that's fine too. You and Zhu Binggui go to the county yamen to fight this lawsuit together. If you can win the lawsuit, we won't want the tax for these fifty mu of land. What do you think?"

These words frightened Liu Cunyong. It had always been that the yamen gate opens to the south, with right but no money, don't come in. Not to mention that Zhu Binggui was now a member of the Tax Police and a subordinate of the government. Even if Zhu Binggui was an ordinary person, once Liu Cunyong entered the government office, the money he would have to pay would be far more than the money for the 4,500 jin of wheat from these 50 mu of land. Currently, 100 jin of wheat was 5 silver dollars, and 4,500 jin of wheat was only 225 silver dollars. For a big household like him to enter the government office once, the money for bribes up and down would not be less than 225 silver dollars. Not to mention that he couldn't possibly win this lawsuit.

Although he had accepted his fate in his heart, Liu Cunyong felt very stifled. He couldn't help but say, "Battalion Commander Hu, the town next to our village is managed by the People's Party. They also collect taxes like this, but they only collect thirty percent. Can we pay less, forty percent, forty-five percent is also fine."

"Haha." Hu Hansan laughed loudly, "If someone else said this, I would think they were stuffed from overeating. Master Liu, your words are too ridiculous. You can't be unaware that the People's Party wants to divide land. If you think our tax is high, you can go and join the People's Party. Can you keep your family's land then?" Speaking of this, Hu Hansan suddenly turned his face cold and said viciously, "Master Liu, this is the first time collecting tax like this, I will pretend I didn't hear it. If you say it to me again, I will send you directly to the government office."

Seeing Hu Hansan being so impervious, Liu Cunyong had no choice. Seeing that Liu Cunyong was ready to accept reality, Hu Hansan changed back to a smiling face, "Master Liu, don't think we don't know anything. Your Zhuangzhai planted a crop of People's Party wheat this year. The yield per mu can easily exceed 200 jin. Your family's good land can probably yield 300 jin of grain. Asking you for 90 jin of grain per mu is actually lower than a thirty percent tax. With things like this, you still insist on being dishonest, making me not know what to say about you."

These words destroyed Liu Cunyong's last psychological defense line. If they really only collected tax once, ninety jin of wheat per mu, in the background of this year's bumper harvest, Liu Cunyong could completely accept it. He was just afraid that the government's words wouldn't count. Even the last bit of news was known, Liu Cunyong sighed, willing to face reality and accept reality. However, Liu Cunyong was not prepared to submit completely. The current problem was one thing, but now assemblies had been established everywhere, and assemblymen had been elected. It wasn't that Liu Cunyong didn't know any assemblymen. He made up his mind that after being taxed, it couldn't be for nothing. Since Henan Governor Zhang Zhenfang publicly stated that tax would only be collected once, then the assemblymen of the assembly had to make these words a reality.

The harvest for the people of Zhuangzhai was good this year. Even if fifty percent tax was taken away, the remaining grain was enough to eat. Plus, there were many Tax Police troops. For those willing to hand over grain obediently, the Tax Police did not harass them excessively. For those unwilling to hand over grain, they were tied up and prepared to be taken away without a second word. Under such circumstances, no common people dared to resist the Tax Police anymore. The grain was collected within a day. However, there was no longer a celebratory atmosphere in Zhuangzhai, and every household had a worried look on their face.

Two months after the completion of tax collection in Zhuangzhai, which was the end of October 1912, Yuan Shikai's commendation order for Henan Governor Zhang Zhenfang arrived in Henan. Although the Tax Police troops were still collecting taxes desperately outside, under the auspices of Duan Zhigui, the commander of the Beiyang Second Division, the officials of the Henan Governor's Office and the Civil Affairs Bureau were unwilling to lag behind. Although Zhang Zhenfang had no interest in this "celebration banquet", he really couldn't refuse the face of these subordinates. A quite grand banquet was held in Kaifeng, the provincial capital of Henan.

Zhang Zhenfang had repeatedly requested that the banquet be simple, but with so many high-ranking civil and military officials joining, no one dared to really make it simple. Everyone was afraid that Zhang Zhenfang would be angry, so they reached an opinion in private. The banquet would be held in the Beiyang military camp, not booking a restaurant, and keeping it as quiet as possible. When everyone attended the banquet, they all walked from a certain distance from the military camp, and carriages and sedans were parked in inconspicuous places. Apart from this, the best cooks were specially hired from Huaiyin, and the various dishes were absolutely luxurious and exquisite.

Other officials had entered the military camp early. When Henan Governor Zhang Zhenfang's carriage approached the Beiyang camp gate, the Beiyang Army guard of honor had already lined up. The military music of "The Beiyang Army is Advancing" played, and civil and military officials headed by Second Division Commander Duan Zhigui lined up to welcome him outside the gate. After Zhang Zhenfang got off the carriage, everyone applauded enthusiastically.

The mood of this applause was quite consistent. This time Yuan Shikai publicly praised Zhang Zhenfang's tax collection achievements. "Tax collection is effective, putting an end to the exploitation by cruel officials." In short, he praised Zhang Zhenfang like a flower. Yuan Shikai not only praised Zhang Zhenfang endlessly but also distributed the commendation official document to the governors of various Beiyang provinces. This was clearly to set an example for the governors of various provinces. Zhang Zhenfang was originally Yuan Shikai's confidant, and after such an event, it would be strange if the officials didn't hurry to take the opportunity to flatter him.

Henan Governor Zhang Zhenfang had both joy and worry about the current situation. Facing the welcoming officials, he also responded with gentle words. After all, even if these subordinates didn't contribute much to the tax collection, at least they didn't cause trouble for Zhang Zhenfang. This point alone was quite remarkable.

Zhang Zhenfang was escorted into the banquet hall like the moon surrounded by stars. There were twenty or thirty tables of banquets set up. There were more than a hundred people attending, sitting eight to a table. As the host of the banquet, Duan Zhigui naturally stood up and gave a toast. It was nothing more than polite remarks like Zhang Zhenfang governed Henan effectively and tax collection was successful, and he would definitely enter the cabinet and be promoted in the future.

Listening to these words, Zhang Zhenfang's face was calm, and no happiness could be seen. Because the result of this tax collection was really beyond Zhang Zhenfang's expectations. Southeast Henan is located in the Huang-Huai Plain, where tax collection is much easier in the plain areas. Because the local governments faced such an organization as the Tax Police force for the first time, they were not quite sure how to deal with it. So the originally imagined terrible situation did not happen.

Especially in the areas bordering the People's Party, because many villages, and even big landlords not bordering the People's Party, adopted the People's Party's "one-crop wheat", the harvest was generally good. One very conspicuous one was the Shang family, a big landlord in Shangqiu. The Shang family also had thousands of hectares of fertile land, and almost every generation had someone serving as an official. And currently, the most famous "official" of the Shang family was Shang Yuan, the Secretary of the Huaihai Provincial Committee of the People's Party. The matter of the People's Party's base area land reform and land distribution, through various propaganda, was known to most people in various parts of Henan. So the big landlords clearly opposed the People's Party. The Shang family, originally as a wealthy and powerful family, was never active in paying taxes. This time they actually cooperated with the work of the Tax Police unprecedentedly. The Shang family's 60,000 mu of land handed over 5.4 million jin of grain in one go. Calculated at 5 yuan per shi (dan) of wheat, this was 270,000 silver dollars. By the eighth month of the lunar calendar, the first batch of grain collected from various places was calculated to exceed 1 billion jin. The market price was already 50 million silver dollars.

The Tax Police School not only trained Tax Police but, under Zhou Zhentao's arrangement, also had a special calculation department. This department was responsible for land statistics. Henan has vast arable land, and just the confirmed summer grain arable land is about 30 million mu. Although it is temporarily difficult to collect taxes on much of the land. After this round of tax collection, Zhang Zhenfang's confidence increased greatly. According to the current tax collection method, tax collection can be popularized. Converted into wheat, 2.7 billion jin can be collected a year, with a market price of over 100 million silver dollars. The once tax problem was solved immediately.

As Yuan Shikai's confidant, Zhang Zhenfang's application to the Ministry of Industry, Commerce, and Agriculture to export grain was approved. Japan has been short of grain in recent years. According to Zhou Zhentao, in order to export a large amount of raw silk, most of the land in Japan was planted with mulberry trees. As a result, they encountered a problem that had occurred many times in Chinese history, "destroying fields to plant mulberries". As a result, grain production plummeted, and the Japanese government had to import grain to make up for the domestic grain gap. After the grain price was suppressed, the Japanese government and the Beiyang government determined an agreement to import 500,000 tons, or 1 billion jin, of grain directly from China. Other provinces simply did not have enough grain to sell. Zhang Zhenfang happened to seize this opportunity. Henan has the Peking-Hankou Railway, which is convenient for transportation, and there is also a railway from Beijing to Tianjin Port. This batch of grain could be transported directly to the port for loading. Yuan Shikai naturally wanted to praise Zhang Zhenfang greatly.

Duan Zhigui's toast finally ended, and the banquet officially began. Zhang Zhenfang sat in the main seat, with Duan Zhigui accompanying him. After saying a few polite words to Zhang Zhenfang, Duan Zhigui smiled and said, "Governor Zhang, the pay and provisions for my Beiyang Second Division depend entirely on Governor Zhang. It is already autumn, and the end of the year is coming soon, but I don't know when the pay and provisions will be in place?"

Zhang Zhenfang just smiled and said nothing. At the mention of pay and provisions, Zhang Zhenfang felt annoyed in his heart. But at this moment, Wang Jie, the Speaker of the Henan Provincial Assembly who was sitting with the assemblymen representatives, came over with a wine glass to offer a toast. Wang Jie once joined the Tongmenghui. In the situation where the Tongmenghui was close to dissolution, he simply set up his own banner in Henan. He roped in local gentry. During the Henan assembly election, he failed to be elected as the speaker originally. As a result, Yang Yuanmao, the Henan Assembly Speaker "appointed" by Yuan Shikai, died of illness in June. This was exactly the critical point when the Henan Tax Police were about to go down to collect grain. Wang Jie vigorously lobbied local gentry, using the protection of gentry interests as a gimmick, and was finally elected as the speaker.

Because of effective tax collection, Zhang Zhenfang received Yuan Shikai's appreciation, and Zhang Zhenfang was naturally happy. It's just that everything has its pros and cons. This tax reform also brought many "side effects". The first was internal conflict. The assemblymen in the Huang-Huai Plain area seemed to have discussed it. Whether they were originally from the Tongmenghui or the "Unification Party" supporting Yuan Shikai, they all demanded that Zhang Zhenfang's Governor's Office could not go back on its word and only collect this one tax.

These fly-like assemblymen connected one after another in the assembly. County assemblymen, provincial assemblymen, and even most members of the National Assembly joined in. Someone even dared to demand that Zhang Zhenfang publicly guarantee in the Henan Provincial Assembly that he would not go back on his word. This really pissed Zhang Zhenfang off.

In all fairness, Zhang Zhenfang did not intend to deliberately break the promise of "only collecting tax once". But what the officialdom fears most is promises. For example, although the grain export issue was resolved this time, in his telegram to Yuan Shikai, he requested Yuan Shikai to return the money from selling grain to Henan in time after deducting the tax that should be turned over to the state that year. Just as Zhang Zhenfang worried, Yuan Shikai praised Zhang Zhenfang for his meritorious tax collection but was vague about Zhang Zhenfang's request, only urging Zhang Zhenfang to transport the grain to Beijing quickly.

Things in officialdom are like this. One has to be careful at all times, towards subordinates and even more so towards superiors. A superior official can crush a subordinate to death, let alone facing Yuan Shikai. If Yuan Shikai had money in his hand, he wouldn't threaten the governors of various Beiyang provinces to pay enough quota taxes to the central government. If all the grain was transported to Yuan Shikai, it would be impossible for Yuan Shikai to send the money to Henan immediately. Even if Yuan Shikai sincerely wanted to do so, when the Japanese would give Yuan Shikai the money was also a big problem. Not to mention that Yuan Shikai couldn't possibly do this.

Now a situation appeared where Zhang Zhenfang had grain in hand but not much money. Zheng County became the new trade center of Henan because of the railway, but this trade center had been established for a short time after all. No matter how hard the tax was collected, not much profit could be scraped out. The People's Party, which was close to Henan, did not lack grain. Relying on the local grain trade in Henan, so much grain could not be digested in a short while. Instead, because grain merchants knew that the government had so much grain in hand, grain prices fell instead of rising.

Yuan Shikai sent telegrams one after another, urging Zhang Zhenfang to transport grain quickly to trade with Japan. Zhang Zhenfang used the difficulty of grain transportation as an excuse to delay as much as possible. But there were more and more people reaching out for money. Everyone spoke as if they couldn't even uncover the pot. Plus Wang Jie and other assemblymen making waves, although Zhang Zhenfang looked calm on his face, he wished he could put poison in the wine pot and send all these bastards to the West.

Seeing Wang Jie coming to offer a toast, Zhang Zhenfang didn't even touch the wine glass, just smiled faintly: "I can't hold my liquor, so I can't accompany Speaker Wang."

Even though he was rejected, Wang Jie smiled as if nothing had happened: "Governor Zhang, you have gained the favor of the Grand President, which is to be congratulated. But the people of Henan have already paid so much tax, and life is really difficult..."

Before Wang Jie could finish, Lei Zhenchun, a high-ranking official dispatched by the central government sitting next to Zhang Zhenfang, stood up and smiled: "Speaker Wang, today is a wine banquet. No official business, no official business."

Lei Zhenchun, like Zhang Zhenfang, was Yuan Shikai's confidant. In the Henan tax collection, Lei Zhenchun seemed not to have intervened, but he participated in various meetings throughout. With this witness, Zhang Zhenfang also felt much safer. After all, being with Zhou Zhentao made it too easy to leave a handle for others.

After driving Wang Jie away, Lei Zhenchun said to Zhang Zhenfang, "Governor Zhang, I think the matter of transporting grain might as well be faster."

Zhang Zhenfang felt another burst of annoyance in his heart. Lei Zhenchun didn't put much effort into the tax collection, but at this time, he didn't consider Zhang Zhenfang's difficulties at all, only urging Zhang Zhenfang to transport the grain to Tianjin quickly. As a special commissioner of the central government, being able to supervise the transportation of grain to Tianjin was Lei Zhenchun's great achievement. From Lei Zhenchun's perspective, Zhang Zhenfang was already the Governor of Henan, with high position and heavy authority, and sending grain to the Beiyang central government was what he should do.

With Duan Zhigui and Lei Zhenchun accompanying him on the left and right, Zhang Zhenfang felt completely lost his appetite. Even if there were hometown dishes in front of him, he just picked a few chopsticks casually and stopped eating.

When Lei Zhenchun asked about the grain transportation again, Zhang Zhenfang didn't speak, but Duan Zhigui interrupted. "Lord Lei, some of Governor Zhang's grain is to be sold to pay our Beiyang Army. Now that the military pay is about to run out, why not sell the grain in Henan first. Our Beiyang Army has always been paid on time. Now that the money hasn't arrived, I don't feel confident in my heart."

On this matter, it was impossible for Lei Zhenchun to stand on Duan Zhigui's side. He clicked his tongue, "Commander Duan, the country, the country, state affairs should come first. If the central government has no money, how can state affairs be supported? Moreover, Governor Zhang collects taxes effectively, so the matter of military pay should be assured."

Zhang Zhenfang suddenly laughed when he heard this; he was laughed out of anger. He didn't say anything either. Zhang Zhenfang picked up his chopsticks and started eating again. He had figured it out. Anyway, he was now like a rat in a wind box, getting angry at both ends. If he let these official businesses spoil his mood for eating at this time, wouldn't he suffer a loss?

This mood didn't last long. Zhang Zhenfang had just eaten two mouthfuls when he saw a messenger rushing in straight for Duan Zhigui. Seeing Zhang Zhenfang there, the messenger dared not make a sound. Everyone was from officialdom. Zhang Zhenfang and Duan Zhigui got up and went to the side room. Only then did the messenger dare to report, "Telegram from the Ministry of Army, the Beiyang Eighth Division stationed in Beijing has mutinied."

Hearing this news, Zhang Zhenfang just widened his eyes. Duan Zhigui already exclaimed, "What?"

Just as he was about to ask for details, Zhang Zhenfang's personal attendant ran over in a hurry. Zhang Zhenfang thought he had received the news of the Beijing mutiny and said casually, "What is it, speak."

Seeing Zhang Zhenfang give the order, the personal attendant didn't care that Duan Zhigui, an "outsider", was there. He reported, "The Tax Police Battalion in Wuyang reported that local bandit Bai Lang rebelled and attacked the Tax Police Battalion. The Tax Police Battalion suffered heavy casualties."

"What?" Zhang Zhenfang couldn't help but say. Instead, Duan Zhigui widened his eyes and looked at Zhang Zhenfang's personal attendant with an incredible gaze.
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